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ABSTRACT

A GROUNDED THEORY OF SEPARATION, CONNECTION, AND THE USE OF

TRANSITIONAL OBJECTS IN LATE ADOLESCENT WOMEN
SEPTEMBER, 1990

RANDI ELLEN SCHNUR, B.A., CORNELL UNIVERSITY
M.S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Directed by: Professor Marian

L.

MacDonald

The goals of this study were to explore and describe the process
of late adolescent development in women.

Twenty- four females, ages

18 to 24, were interviewed about their perceptions of themselves and

their relationships, and how these perceptions had changed during

their late adolescence.

demographic measure.

Subjects also completed a two-part

Four significant themes of change emerged:

Independence and Connection, Time Orientation, Response to Diversity,
and Self-Esteem.

Two modes of organizing experience. Splitting and

Differentiation, emerged as salient developmental processes during
this time.

Late adolescent development was found to be a three phase

process, characterized by interactions among and changes in the six
factors.

These three phases were termed Separation and Discovery,

Use of Transitional Objects, and Integration and Reconnection.

Transition from late adolescence to young adulthood was found to be
mediated by the use of transitional objects, which were created by
the adolescent for the purpose of facilitating development and were

discarded when they were no longer needed.

Transitional objects were

found to play an important role in the process of internalization.

vi

(

The three-phase process is then presented as
a model for life-span
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

Developmental Theories and the Transitional Qhiprr
The Concept of the Transitional Object
The concepts of the transitional object and transitional

phenomena hold an important place in psychoanalytic theories of

human development.

Although the notion of special transitional

phases between distinct stages of development has been an implicit

part of most developmental theories

,

the specific concept of the

transitional object was first popularized by
1953.

D.

W.

Winnicott in

His formulations of how an object, or even a thought or

feeling, can serve as a kind of bridge between two stages of

development or two modes of experience have been widely incorporated
into psychoanalytically-oriented writings since that time.

Transitional objects were initially conceptualized as first

developing during the phase of infancy in which the child was

moving from a state of undifferentiated merger with his mother to
that of recognizing her existence as a separate person in the

external world.

Winnicott (1953) describes the transitional object
and as existing

as the infant's "first not-me possession"

(p.

in "an intermediate area of experiencine

to which inner reality

and external life both contribute

...

.

89),

[T]he area between the subjective

and that which is objectively perceived"

(p.

90).

This developmental

period, in which the infant is moving from subjective to objective

awareness, is known as the period of separation- individuation.

1

2

Transitional Objects and the Developmental Stage of
Separation- Individuation

Psychoanalytically-oriented theories of human development have
largely focused on the move from psychological dependence and

fusion to independence and differentiation.

Mahler, Pine, and

Bergman (1975) outlined stages through which an infant progresses
in his development,

from symbiotic merger with his mother to relative

psychological independence from her.

These stages are characterized

by an increasing awareness of the self as an entity separate from
the mother, and of the mother as an entity separate from the self.

With this is an increase in the infant's capacity for self- and objectconstancy; that is, a growing ability to experience the self and

object as having independent and continuous existences.

Early in

the separation- individuation process, the child attempts to separate

from his mother by physically moving away from her to explore his
environment.

During this "practicing" subphase, the infant, still

not entirely aware of his mother's separateness, feels little

anxiety in his explorations or in his distance from his mother.

Mother is used as a safe "home base" to which the infant returns

periodically for support.
As the process of separation- individuation continues and as
the child grows more aware of his mother's distinctness, periods of

physical separateness begin to engender more anxiety in the child.
The child's need to move away and master his environment on his own
is

in conflict with his fear of losing the safe, dependent, symbiotic

relationship he had with his mother.
urges coexist at this time.

Regressive and progressive

The successful outcome of this period

3

depends on the child's ability to internalize the mother, to
take her in as part of his own ego, so he is not so dependent on

her physical presence.

Internalization involves a transfer of

emotional connection with the actual mother in the real world to
emotional connection with a representation of the mother in the
child's internal, intrapsychic world:

It involves the creation of

an "internal object."
For an infant to be able to develop through these stages, his

own biological tendency toward psychological growth must be met by
an environment that allows for such growth.

Winnicott (1965) calls

this the "facilitating environment"; that is, the infant must exist
in an atmosphere or a relationship that provides what he needs to

develop.

The primary factor in a facilitating environment is the

existence of a "good enough mother," a primary caretaker who is
able to meet the basic needs of the child.

In earliest infancy,

the good enough mother almost completely adapts the environment to
the infant's needs; that is,

she feeds him when he is hungry, keeps

him warm, is there for him when he needs her.

This perfect adaptation

of the environment to the infant's needs contributes to the infant's

sense of total omnipotence; it "perpetuates in the infant an illusion
of the reality of his magical control over the environment" (Kahne,
1967, p.

247).

The child's wishes are fulfilled as if by magic.

When he feels the discomfort associated with some need, something
happens and this discomfort is soothed (i.e., he is fed, clothed,
held)

.

Because the infant at this stage does not have a sense of

having a self separate from other selves, he feels he magically
controls the world (a world that, by virtue of his lack of

,
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boundaries, is perceived as a part of himself).

And,

the good

enough mother facilitates and supports her child's sense
of omnipotence
and merger by being there to meet his needs.

For example, at the

moment that the child is needing the breast, and is, according
to
Winnicott, actually hallucinating the breast, his mother is there
to offer her breast to him.

This "moment of illusion" that his

need actually created the breast fosters the infant's sense of
magical omnipotence and control and is viewed as a basis for subsequent

healthy development (Winnicott, 1953).
However, it is impossible for any caretaker, no matter how
good,

to be able to perceive and meet all of the infant's needs at

all times.

There will always be occasions when a child cries and

cries, clearly in discomfort, in spite of the mother's having fed
him, changed his diapers, held him, sung to him.

Over time, the

mother's complete adaptation of the environment to her child's
needs lessens slowly.

This is not an indication that the mother is

not good enough; in fact, the good enough mother knows that such
gradual frustrations are necessary for her infant to be able to proceed

with development.

These frustrations, these disillusionments

challenge the infant's sense of magical omnipotence.

It is also

these "failures" on the part of the mother that facilitate the

infant's awareness of an external reality.

If something is not

under his control, if it does not appear when he needs it, then
perhaps it is not part of him.

This is the path to self-other

differentiation, or separation- individuation.
It is during this time,

(which coincides with Mahler's (1975)

practicing suphase of separation- individuation)

,

when the infant is
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being faced with minute but consistent failures of his mother to
adapt the environment to his needs, that crucial developmental
changes begin to take place.

And,

this is the time during which

transitional objects appear, when the infant is losing his sense of
oneness with his mother, yet has not fully developed the ability to

view her as a separate object.
According to Winnicott, during this transitional time, the
infant may begin to adopt some object (a blanket, a teddy bear,
etc.)

and use it as a soother when he is tired, hungry, or in some

other kind of discomfort.

From the infant's perspective, transitional

objects come both from without and within:

They are "not part of

the infant's body yet are not fully recognized as belonging to external

reality" (Winnicott, 1953, p. 89).

The perception of an object as

being both part of himself and separate from himself represents a
transitional mode of experiencing the world, from being "all me" to

being "me and not me."
As the infant experiences the gradual failures of his mother

and begins to differentiate between self and other, his sense of

omnipotence and control begins to be challenged.

Previously, the

merged self -mother gratified all his needs; now, the child is
discovering that his wishes do not always magically bring the
gratifying mother to soothe his discomforts.

Again, the transitional

object functions for the child as "a developmental way station

between hallucinatory omnipotence and the recognition of objective
reality" (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983, p. 195).

Unlike his now-

whenever he
somewhat- frustrating mother, the blanket soothes him
needs it, just like his self -mother used to do.

This object never
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changes, unless the infant changes it.

The infant therefore can

retain the illusion of omnipotence in relation to the transitional
object.

However, at the same time, the transitional object is not

part of the infant's self, nor really his creation.

It is "neither

under magical control (like hallucinations and fantasies) nor
outside control (like the real mother)" (Greenberg & Mitchell,
1983, p. 195).

As Greenberg and Mitchell (1983, p. 195) state,

"[bjecause of this ambiguous and paradoxical status, transitional
objects help the baby negotiate the gradual shift from the experience
of himself as the center of a totally subjective world to the sense
of himself as a person among other persons."

For the transitional object to exist and to be used, it must

not be challenged.

The good enough mother facilitates her child's

use of the blanket, for example, by making sure it is there for him

when he looks for it, bringing it along on trips, not washing it so
that she does not alter any of its characteristics.

She does not

press her child to acknowledge the blanket's separate existence,
and she never questions, "did you conceive of this or was it presented
to you from without?"

(Winnicott, 1953, p. 95).

The fate of the transitional object, according to Winnicott,
is that it is gradually decathected and fades away.

forgotten, missed, mourned or repressed.

It is not

Winnicott (1953) stresses

that the transitional object does not 'go inside'.

It loses meaning

intermediate
as the feelings involved become diffused "over the whole

world
territory between 'inner psychic reality' and 'the external
as perceived by two persons in common'..."

(p.

91).

That is, as

boundaries between self
the infant's ego capacities develop and his
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and other strengthen, his need for an object that exists as part "me”

and part "not-me" decreases.
That the child is becoming able to differentiate between

himself and his primary object does not imply that he has yet
developed a sense of either as intact, solitary beings.

Rather,

most psychoanalytic theories suggest that the child perceives
objects as being different when they feel or act different.
is,

That

the mother who is at one time tenderly holding her child is

perceived as a different mother from the one who angrily yells at
her crying child.

These perceptions tend to cluster around good

and bad; that is, the child will have representations of mother

which include images and feelings of her that are pleasant, gratifying,
and idealized (the "good mother"), and representations of her that
include images and feelings that are painful and frustrating (the
"bad mother").

"Originally, the good and bad mother is not the

identical object in the child's mind.

discrete..." (Bios, 1976, p. 11).

Each is separate and

These two sets of images and

feelings are said to be kept separate, or "split," by the infant to

allow the him to maintain the good object in its idealized state,

without its being spoiled or destroyed by the bad object.
stage,

At this

infants do not experience ambivalence; they are not able to

tolerate hating the same mother that they love.
The achievement of self-other differentiation, or the formation
the rest
of boundaries between the infant's self and his mother and

of the world,

individuation.

is only one (albeit a primary)

task of separation-

As the infant becomes aware that his mother exists

when he is
outside of himself, he begins to experience anxiety
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without her (Mahler, et. al., 1975).

Since he is no longer

symbiotically merged with her, he now is aware of both her presence
as well as her absence.

It is at this time that the infant must

internalize a representation of his mother, and create an "internal
object" that is there with him even when his real mother is not.
Thus, the use of internalization is a crucial step in the separation-

individuation process.
The Process of Internalization in Separation- Individuation
The definition and process of internalization varies from one

theoretical perspective to another.

All basically agree that

internalization involves a process of taking an object or a
relationship that exists in the external world inside and creating
some corresponding structure or relationship in the internal,

intrapsychic world.

In this process, the internalizer

'

s

need for

or dependence on the external object lessens, and he becomes

increasingly "individuated."

And, most theories agree that

internalization occurs in the face of some kind of loss, or
threatened loss, of an object, a relationship, or a gratifying

function of an object.

For example, the individuating infant, now

aware of his mother's separateness, perceives a loss of both her as
an object when she leaves the room, and also perceives a loss of
the gratifying omnipotence he felt with her in his symbiotic stage.

Both of these aspects can be internalized, taken in as a part of
himself.

It is important to note that a sense of "loss" can be

initiated by the subject or the object.

That is, a change in the

is no
needs of the subject can initiate a loss; an object that

-

9

longer fully satisfying is therefore "lost" to the individual as a

gratifying object.
Internalization can be conceptualized as both a structure

building and a function-building process.

Regarding the former,

internalization is seen as the process by which the self is formed
or structured.

Kohut (1977) and his followers describe one role of

the internalization of important relationships as the creation of

selfobjects, the building blocks of the self, which are made up of

"feelings about the self, others, and the world, as well as how to
act in relation to others" (Talley, 1986, p. 32).

That is, what is

internalized is not only a representation of the object (e.g., the
mother), but an image of the mother, a corresponding image of the

self in relation to that particular image of the mother, and an

affective state that is attached to that relationship.

Therefore,

one "selfobject" might consist of an image of a gratifying, feeding

mother and a corresponding warm, accepting self; this self object
has a feeling of nurturance attached to it.

Another selfobject

might be of a critical mother, an angry self, with a corresponding

hateful feeling.
identity, they

These selfobjects in effect create a sense of
the self;

they "confirm the existence of the

self" (Josselson, 1988, p. 102).

Similarly, object relations theories posit that individual

selves are made up of internalized relationships that each contain
state
an image of the self, an object, and an affective feeling

that defines the quality of the relationship.

As above, good and

kept apart,
bad objects (like good and bad selfobjects) tend to be

throughout
especially early in development, but to some degree

"
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life.

As Bios (1976, p. 11) states,

potential

"splitting always remains a

.

The function-building or ego-capacity-enhancing role of

internalization is also stressed in psychoanalytic literature.
Originally, this aspect of internalization focused on the creation
of the superego during the Oedipal stage (Freud, 1923); now, it has

been extended to include "all processes in which interactions in
the environment are transformed into inner regulators and are taken

on as characteristics of the self" (Blatt & Behrends
cf Loewald, 1962, Schafer, 1976).

,

1987, p.

285;

In the face of the loss of some

object, the infant is said to internalize the function that that

object performed for him, so it is now a part of his ego and he can

provide the function for himself.

The form that this internalization

takes varies with the theoretical perspective describing it:

It

may be said that a new ego function is formed (Freud, 1923; Klein,
1940;), or that a newly created self object serves the function
(Kohut, 1977), or that an internal object relationship now provides

the function that was previously provided by the external object

(Kernberg, 1976).

Transitional Objects and Internalization

Transitional objects have been seen as having an important
role in the process of internalization.

Tolpin (1971) argues that

the role of the transitional object in infancy is to facilitate

internalization.

Based on the works of Kohut, Tolpin (1971)

describes the concept of the "transmuting internalization":
the infant is faced with a loss

,

When

and needs to internally preserve

external object had provided
the availability of the functions that the
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for him, he in effect depersonalizes the object by shifting from a

focus on the total object to isolated, specific parts of the object
that he sees as serving the functions he wants to continue to have

available.

The infant's emotional ties to these functions are then

withdrawn from the object and taken back inside himself.

This then

"precipitates" or creates an internal psychic structure that now

performs the functions that the object had performed for the child.

During the separation- individuation process, as the infant

becomes aware of his mother's separateness, he faces the loss of
her omnipresent soothing, and by association, the loss of his own
narcissistic, omnipotent ability to magically produce this soothing

mother whenever he needs her.
soothe himself.

He needs to somehow be able to

Tolpin (1971) suggests that transitional objects

are created to help the infant internalize this soothing function.
As the child begins to perceive the mother's failures, he transfers

his narcissistic cathexis from the mother to some object, endowing
it with the capacity to soothe him and restore his feelings of

equilibrium.

Over time, the infant assigns the transitional object

with not only the narcissistic cathexis that had been assigned to
his mother, but with a whole set of maternal caretaking functions.
The "relative independence from maternal care is achieved with the

creation of the soothing image which is neither self nor mother but

which combines features of both"

(p.

326).

It is from the transitional object, rather than directly from

these
the external mother, that the infant eventually internalizes

maternal functions as his own mental

s tructures.

That is, the

its functions
transitional object is decathected little by little, as
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undergo transmuting internalization.

Thus, transitional objects

are seen to "provide a transitional form of mental structure that
is then destined to become a part of the child's own structure

which maintains his cohesiveness" (Tolpin, 1971,

p.

319).

The

transitional object is a kind of way station for cathexes and
feelings, between their residing in the mother and in the self.

Tolpin (1971,

p.

329) states,

As

"[the transitional object] as a way

station both prepares and bolsters the psyche for the bit-by-bit

internalization and stable organization of the maternal functions
that have been 'transferred' to the inanimate object at a time when
the psyche is still too immature to make the transmuting

internalization of these functions directly."
Contrary to Winnicott's (1953) assertion that the transitional
object fades away without "going inside," Tolpin argues that the
functions (without the physical characteristics) of the transitional

object "do, in fact,

'

go inside'

as mental structure ..."

(p.

320).

The soothing and tens ion- regulating aspects of the mother, which

were transferred from the external mother and invested in the

transitional object, undergo transmuting internalization and are

preserved in the child as new ego capacities.

It is because the

functions of the transitional object do in fact go inside that
"this treasured possession is neither missed, mourned, repressed,
The

nor forgotten. It is no longer needed" (Tolpin, 1971, p. 320).

feelings about the actual object fade away as the feelings attached
to it become part of the infant's self.

If there are times in the

there is
future when the child's ego capacities are overtaxed or

.
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some other kind of stress- induced regression, the child may recathect
the object and thereby recreate it as an auxiliary soothing structure.

Separation- Individuation, Internalization, and the Use
of Transitional Objects Throughout the Life Cycle

While separation- individuation was initially formulated as

a

process occurring in a particular stage in infant development, it
has been extended as a paradigm for development throughout the life
cycle.

Behrends and Blatt (1985) view "internalization [a]s the

primary vehicle whereby psychological growth is accomplished,

[and]

psychological development as a process of continual separationindividuation, beginning with the mother- infant matrix and continuing

throughout the life cycle"

3).

(p.

Conceptualizing internalization

as the fundamental process of separation- individuation, Blatt and

Behrends (1987) argue that internalization is the basic process
through which all psychological development occurs
In order for internalization, or growth,

to take place,

there

must first be a "gratifying involvement" between the individual and
the object,

that fulfills the individual's needs and provides him

with a sense of integration.

Without such an involvement, there

would be no impetus to internalize the object.

Gratifying

involvement does not necessarily imply total indulgence of the

individual's every impulse or need (although it might, particularly
in earliest infancy).

Instead,

"it implies that gratification is

experienced in a context of order, coherence and integrity- - that

gratification is provided in an appropriate form and at an
appropriate developmental level so that it is experienced in a

regulated way" (Behrends & Blatt, 1985, pp. 16-17).

Gratifying

.
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involvements will appear different in different developmental
stages.

What is consistent, however, is that such involvements

provide the individual with a sense of psychological integrity and
cohesion.
The second prerequisite for internalization is an eventual

"experienced incompatibility" between the individual and the object,
a disruption of the relationship in which it no longer meets the

needs of at least one of its members.

This incompatibility may be

conscious or unconscious, and may occur as a result of the actual
loss of the object or the change in needs of a member of the

relationship.

Thus, one form of "experienced incompatibility" is

the need for a developmentally more mature form of relatedness than

that which currently exists.

When the individual experiences an

incompatibility in a previously gratifying involvement, he
experiences a disruption in his sense of integrity and cohesiveness.
He is motivated to manage this experience of loss by internalizing
the gratifying, regulating aspects or interactions of the

relationship; he "appropriat [es] those interactions, transforming
them into [his] own, enduring, self -generated functions and

characteristics (Behrends & Blatt, 1987,

p.

286).

The authors

argue that some disruption of a gratifying involvement, some

experienced incompatibility, is necessary for development to occur,
as an individual would have no reason to internalize the functions
of,

and differentiate himself from, a relationship if that relationship

continued to meet all of his needs
functions
The internalization as one's own of the gratifying
the current, static
of a relationship in effect involves a loss of
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form

of the relationship.

This then allows the relationship

either to end or to be transformed into a new gratifying involvement.
It is through this process that relationships as well as individuals
grow, develop, and change.

With each internalization, object

relationships can become increasingly differentiated and complex
(Behrends & Blatt, 1985), and the individual becomes more individuated

and more open to different options.

The shift to internal regulation,

increased differentiation and integration, and ability to create
more mature forms of object relationships- -all outcomes of

internalization- -are thought to be the major processes of development

throughout life.

While the content or form of relationships

internalized will differ at different developmental levels, the

mechanism of internalization is the same throughout life.
Blatt and Behrends' model of development is supported by the

work of Levinson (1978)

,

men's adult development.

who did an intensive biographical study of

Levinson concluded that the life cycle

consists of an alternating series of periods of stability and

transitional periods.

During the stable periods, the individual

has an effective, stable life structure.

When this life structure

is called into question, when it no longer provides the desired

stability and must be modified, the individual enters a transitional

period during which he explores new options and modifies the old
life structure or builds a new one.

new stable period.

This provides entrance into a

Effective life structures can be seen as providing

gratifying involvements for the individual.

When this structure

is

incompatibilities, he is
disrupted, when the individual experiences
of life and is
then faced with a loss of a former, stable way
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motivated to internalize important aspects of the previous life
structure.

This internalization allows the individual to then

consider new options for different, more viable life structures
(Behrends & Blatt, 1985).

Settlage et al

.

(1988) propose that "the stimulus for

development is the disturbance of the previously adequate self-

regulatory and adaptive functioning"

(p.

355).

In response to this

"developmental challenge," an individual feels a certain degree of
tension, and is moved to resolve the developmental conflict by the

use of internalization and integration of functions.

This leads to

a change in self -representation and an increase in overall identity

integration.

This model for development parallels those reviewed

above, and supports the notion of internalization as a vehicle for

growth throughout life.

May (1984) also describes the process of internalization
(which he conceptualizes as a mourning process) as a developmental

necessity throughout the life cycle.

He focuses on internalization's

role in integrating split (i.e., all good and all bad) objects as a

major aspect of psychological growth.

"...[E]very internal ideal

has its shadow, a split-off representation of the same object's

hated aspects" (May, 1984,

p.

3).

The loss (i.e., Blatt & Behrend

s

("gratifying
(1987) "experienced incompatibility) of an ideal object

involvement") occurs by its being exposed to its "shadow," or its

corresponding hated component.

For example, as an individual comes

satisfying his needs,
to perceive an object as no longer perfectly
feelings toward
he begins to face some of the split-off negative
the object.

of
According to May (1984), healthy internalization
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the ideal object involves integrating the good and the bad feelings

into one internal object relationship.
is a positive one;

The outcome of this integration

it results in the establishment of an ambivalent

and more balanced internalization.

And,

"the lessening of splitting

and the struggle with ambivalence has salutary effects on the
internal world.

Internal objects which are not primarily the

products of idealization or vilification are more durable and more
accurate reflections of external reality and thus better guides in
the world.

The re- integration of disowned and projected elements

into the self provides new possibilities and internal resources
is then possible to make a differentiated identification,

... It

that

sorting out of which aspects of the other one wishes to emulate..."
(May,

1984, p. 20).

Thus, internalization as a process of integrating

split objects and creating increasingly whole, differentiated

object relationships is suggested to be an essential part of

development throughout life.

Fairbairn (1946) contributes a perspective on the importance
of separation beyond infancy.

He presents a theory of human

development that proceeds from infantile dependence to adult "mature
dependence."

The path from these two stages is through a

"transitional stage," throughout which "there is a gradual expansion
and development of personal relationships with objects, beginning

with an almost exclusive and very dependent relationship with the
mother, and maturing into a very complex system of social

relationships of all degrees of intimacy"

(p.

144).

This

with
transitional stage involves establishing relationships
terms with and
differentiated external objects as well as coming to
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individuating from objects internalized earlier.

The "key element

in this transition is the process of separation" (Greenberg &

Mitchell, 1983, p. 160).

The central conflict throughout this

transitional phase is between "the developmental urge toward mature

dependence and richer relations, and the regressive reluctance to

abandon infantile dependence and ties to undifferentiated objects
(both external and internal)

,

for fear of losing contact of any

sort" (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983, p. 162).

Separation- individuation and internalization have been

formulated as paradigms for development throughout the life cycle,
as well as in infancy, by many writers.

In contrast, the role of

transitional objects and transitional phenomena throughout the life
cycle has been less clearly defined.

Although Winnicott (1953)

used the term "transitional object" to refer to the "first not-me"
object, he alluded to the continuation of transitional phenomena

throughout life when he stated that "the task of reality- acceptance
is never completed,

that no human being is free from the strain of

relating inner and outer reality, and that relief from this strain
is provided by an intermediate area of experience which is not

challenged" (p. 96).
Others have suggested that transitional phenomena have a place

throughout the life span.

Coppolillo (1967) describes the use of

transitional objects as a means of balancing out conflicting demands
from the id and demands from the external world, and notes that
this kind of conflict always exists.

He views the transitional

too
mode of experience as helping an individual avoid becoming

reliant on, or controlled by, either set of demands.

Transitional
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objects particularly suited to adults, says Coppolillo, are to be

found in "the cultural expressions of humanity" (1967,

p.

242).

Music, literature, and art are external, reality-based objects that

can be experienced subjectively, as both existing within and outside
the self.

Bollas (1986) also points to a phenomenon that appears to
relate to the use of transitional objects throughout life.

He

focuses on the infant's perception of his primary object (his
mother) as a "transformational object... an object that is

experientially identified by the infant with the process of the

alteration of self experience..."

(p.

84).

That is, he suggests

that the mother is not so important to the infant as an object;
rather, she is important to him as he associates her with an experience
or a process by which he feels his self to be altered or transformed.

Bollas (1986) goes on to say that throughout life, a trace of this

experience continues and "manifests itself in the person's search
for an object (a person, place, event, ideology) that promises to

transform the self"

(p.

85).

Like Coppolillo (1967), Bollas (1986)

suggests that aesthetic experiences can act as adult transformational
objects, by evoking the preverbal experience of being totally

transformed by the original object.

If we apply Tolpin's (1971)

suggestion here, that it is from the transitional object, rather
than the external object (mother), that the infant internalizes

important functions and thereby transforms his self, it can be said
that the "transitional object" rather than the mother is the original

transformational object.

This implies that experiences similar to

.
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those associated with transitional objects are sought and created

throughout life to provide a transformational experience.
As can be seen from the above examples, the extension of the

concept of transitional objects from infancy into the rest of the
life cycle is not clearly defined.

It is not associated with any

particular developmental phenomena, and instead becomes a way of
describing some unspecified experience that may occur at some times
for some people.

Another limitation in the current literature is

that others who have explored the use of transitional objects

beyond infancy focus on them as signs of pathology or regression.
For instance, the use of transitional objects as indicators of

borderline pathology has been suggested (Gunderson, Morris, &
Zanarini, 1985; Lobel, 1981),

Winnicott himself (1953) described

addictions, fetishism, and thieving in terms of pathological,

regressive use of transitional objects into adult life.

A Model of Transitional Objects In Normal Development
Although much of the work on transitional objects beyond
infancy is either vague or focuses on pathology and regression, it
appears that transitional objects can be understood as having a
role in normal psychological development throughout the life cycle.

Based on the work reviewed above, the following argument can be made;
1,

Transitional objects are used in the developmental process

of separation- individuation in infancy.

Specifically, they provide

an intermediate object relationship in the process of internalization
of an external object.

above)

(See Winnicott, Mahler, Tolpin, Kohut,

.
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2.

Transitional objects are created by the individual, yet

also exist in the real world.
are separate from the self.

They are part of the self, yet also
They represent an area of experience

in between two developmental stages.

Separation- individuation

3.

,

(Winnicott, Kahne)

with its associated process of

internalization, does not just occur during infancy, but in fact

can be construed as a paradigm for all stages of human development.
Separation, individuation, and internalization can be understood as
the essence, the process, of psychological growth.

Behrends
4.

,

(Blatt &

Fairbairn, May).
The content of what is internalized changes over the life

cycle, but the process does not.

That is, an individual's

relationships are theoretically more mature and differentiated

following every healthy internalization, so each subsequent

internalization will be of a somewhat different sort of relationship
than the previous one.

While the characteristics of each new

relationship that is internalized are different, the process of

internalization stays the same.
5.

(Blatt & Behrends).

If transitional objects are an important step in the

internalization process of separation- individuation in infancy, and
if internalization and separation- individuation are viable paradigms

for understanding development throughout life, then it seems logical
to propose that transitional objects may be an important step of

the internalization process throughout the life cycle.
6.

It is proposed that transitional objects at each stage of

development serve as a mediator in the process of internalization.
are
They are created by the individual, in the sense that they
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cathected with feelings, functions, and characteristics of an
object that was gratifying in one developmental stage, but that
does not fully meet the needs of the next developmental stage.

The

outcome of the use of transitional objects is that the individual
internalizes these functions as part of his own self.

The actual

transitional object is no longer needed, and fades away in importance.
7.

It is proposed that while the content of the transitional

objects (i.e., the types of objects chosen, the characteristics

assigned to them) will change depending on the particular
developmental transition, the process should not.

Regarding this last point, it is possible that the previous
findings that the use of transitional objects in adulthood is

pathological or regressive relate to the content of the object.

To

the extent that the researchers sought, and found, transitional

objects in adulthood that were similar in content or form to those

used in infancy, it is not surprising that they were construed as
pathological or regressive.

For example, Gunderson et. al.

(1985)

focused on the use of inanimate objects and pets (which, like
blankets, are soft and cuddly) to help their subjects cope with

distress and get to sleep.

They found that the use of these objects

as transitional objects was associated with borderline (regressive,

pathological, primitive) development.

It is not surprising that

adults who use transitional objects that have the same form
(inanimate, tactile-associated) and purpose (soothing) as those

used in infancy were found to be suffering from a class of disorder

associated with early developmental difficulties.

If the creation

step in all
of transitional objects is to be understood as a
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developmental stages, it is crucial that we recognize that the form
and the purpose will be different and developmentally-appropriate
for

each stage.

This implies, as well, that the transitional

objects of later stages will appear different, and will be used for

different developmental tasks, than was the original transitional
object in infancy.

Although Winnicott (1953) uses the term

"transitional object" to describe a particular phenomenon in infant
development, the term is extended here to refer to the role it
serves in life transitions, and to the transitions of the self and
of relationships that these objects facilitate.

paper, Winnicott'

s

Thus,

in this

object relations theories are integrated other

object relations theories and with theories of self psychology, in
ways that are somewhat unique but which appear to be most applicable
to the phenomena studied.

Separation- Individuation Internalization, and the Use
of Transitional Objects in Late Adolescence
Late adolescence is a developmental stage that provides a rich

opportunity to explore the paradigm of separation- individuation as
a life-span developmental model.

below,

As will be discussed in detail

it may be argued that the developmental transitions and

tasks inherent in moving from late adolescence to young adulthood

parallel those in the original separation- individuation phase of
infant development.
challenges:

The late adolescent is faced with numerous

separating from her parents of childhood and transforming

those relationships into a more mature, differentiated form, moving

from a more dependent to a more independent level of functioning
of
vis-a-vis her parents; resolving splitting in her perceptions

.
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her parents and achieving a higher degree of ambivalence and balance
in these perceptions; becoming her own regulator of self-esteem and

self-control
The separation- individuation process has most often been

explored in the context of childhood and the earlier stages of
adolescence (Allison & Sabatelli, 1988).

Perhaps this is due to

those stages' more clear delineation, in terms of biological and

cognitive development markers.

In contrast, the transition from

late adolescence into adulthood is not initiated by biological

maturational changes (Settlage et al., 1988).
Despite the relative absence of clear biological changes, late

adolescence is a time of enormous significance in human development.
This period has been considered to be a "decisive turning point"
(Esman,

1984, p. 128).

It is the bridge between childhood and

adulthood, and involves many intrapsychic, interpersonal, and

social changes.

The importance of this developmental period is

clear when we consider that this is "the first time... an entire
phase of life must be consigned to the past" (Colarusso, 1988,
p.

191).

The late adolescent faces the task of bringing a whole

era of life to a close, mourning her childhood, and moving on to a

developmental stage that is no longer construed as part of childhood
(Colarusso, 1988; Viorst, 1986).

An understanding of the process of development in late
adolescence, particularly in terms of the use of internalization

and transitional objects in this separation- individuation process,
adolescence.
is informed by the existing literature on late

theoretical and empirical works will be discussed.

Both
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Theoretical Support
Bios (1962) was the first to delineate late adolescence as a

separate phase of adolescence.

He saw it as a crucial time for the

mastery of several developmental tasks;

Consolidation of the

personality, ego functions, and interests; expansion of a conflictfree sphere of the ego; development of relative self- and object

constancy; and stabilization of defenses.
states,

Rivto (1971,

p.

242)

"late adolescence is important to distinguish as a stage

because it defines that period at the end of adolescence when the
last major spontaneous integration and structuring of the personality
takes place as the adolescent enters upon the psychology and reality

tasks of adult life."

Since Bios (1962), many others have begun to

examine the process of development in late adolescence (Josselson,
1980, 1982; Marcia, 1966, 1967; Offer & Offer, 1975; Moore, 1987;

Rivto, 1971).

Bios (1962) described late adolescence as a period when a

"second individuation" process occurs; he saw this time as a

reworking of the separation- individuation process that Mahler,
Pine, and Bergman (1975) described for infant development.

Late

adolescents, too, are struggling to separate and individuate.

Kroger (1985) identified two components of separation in late
adolescence:

Separation at the intransvchic level involves

disengagement from the parental introjects of infancy, and separation
of emotional
at the object relations level brings about a redirection

energy from parents to peers.

Thus,

she suggests that the late

parents of
adolescent must both break the emotional ties with the
figures in the
childhood and establish new emotional ties with
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current environment.

These new figures include the adolescent's

current parents; a new relationship between adults can be formed.
The relinquishing of the adolescent's internal relationships

with his childhood parents is not an easy task.

As with the

separating child, the adolescent experiences regressive urges to

maintain these dependent and comforting ties (Menaker, 1982; Richmond
& Sklansky, 1984; Schafer, 1973).

This regressive wish is especially

strong because the internalized parents include the idealized,

narcissistically-cathected, "good" parents of childhood.
Schafer (1973) suggests that the frightening threat of
regression, in the face of the wish to separate, leads many

adolescents to rebel against their external parents, to attempt to
"stamp out" their parents' influence on them.

unconscious proj ection.

.

.

"Using much

the adolescent in his conscious awareness

locates the parental influence mainly in his actual parents as they
are today.

So, he avoids them,

or acts aloof,

secretive, contemptuous" (p. 44).

Thus,

indifferent,

the adolescent tends to

endow his current, external parents with the qualities of his

childhood internalized parents, even though the characteristics of
the current parents might now be quite different.

One way of

understanding adolescent rebellion, therefore, is as an adolescent's
attempts to fend off his wishes to remain dependent on his parents.

Just as rebelling against the external parents does not solve
all the conflicts inherent in separation- individuation, neither

childlike
does attempting to maintain the status quo and remain in a

relationship with the parents.
p.

112) note.

As Richmond and Sklansky (1984,

"attempts to resolve problems of the autonomous striving
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by regressively turning to the parents invariably fail, because
part of the adolescent's inner experience is his wish to function

effectively without being dependent on his parents."

To become

truly autonomous, the adolescent must relinquish the internal early

object ties to his parents.

As these relationships are given up,

the cathexes or emotional energies that sustained them are freed

and return to the adolescent's own ego, increasing the ego's
capacities.

Adult relationships can now be formed.

While many have identified similarities between late adolescent
and infantile separation- individuation processes, some have noted

major differences.

Particularly, while separation- individuation in

infancy allows the infant to separate from the external mother (or

primary object) by creating a stable internalized image of her, the
task of late adolescence has been seen as relinquishing this internal
love object and creating more realistic relationships with the

current external mother by acknowledging her independent existence
in the real world.

Kaplan (1984,

p.

58)

states that "whereas

separation- individuation [in infancy] is accomplished by gaining a

relative independence from external objects through internalization
of parental imagoes.

.

.

,

adolescents must gain independence from the

very internal objects that were erected during the oedipal and
preoedipal periods of childhood.

They must give up these internal

objects by transforming them into the adult ego ideal, a structure

which allows them to establish a new level of actual relationship
with a husband or wife, child, parents, and adult peers.
succinctly,

More

separate
"while internalizing mother or caretaker as a

individuation phase
object is the normal outcome of the separation-
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of infancy, disengagement from this internalized parent is the

healthy outcome of adolescent separation- individuation" (Kroger,
1985, p.

134).

The focus in the above literature on the differences between

separation- individuation in infancy and in late adolescence appears
to be based on the content rather than the process of the

developmental transition.

That is, separation- individuation in

infancy is primarily a separation from external objects, while

separation in adolescence has a strong emphasis on separation from
already- internalized objects (although separation from the external

parents is important during this time as well).

However, it can be

asserted that the differences in the content or form of the objects
in the different time periods does not necessitate that the process
is different.

Separation- individuation in both developmental

periods involves the separation from an object or objects --whether
internal or external- -that had served certain functions but that

now do not meet the new developmental needs

.

The individual in

both stages is required to separate and differentiate from this
object, internalize its important functions, and move on to create

new developmentally- appropriate relationships.
Rather than focusing on relinquishing objects as part of
separation- individuation

,

many writers instead stress the chang e or

transformation of objects in the separation- individuation process.
one's
A task of late adolescence then becomes that of transforming

internal and external relationships with significant others,
meets
particularly one's childhood-based parents, to a form that
the needs of the young adult one is becoming.

This transformation
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is accomplished through the internalization of important aspects of

the relationship,

taking on as one's own those functions that the

individual had relied on the childhood parents to provide.
One important task of separation- individuation at all stages
is the resolution of splitting;

that is, the integration of split,

all-good and all-bad, objects.

It becomes necessary for the late

adolescent to modulate the idealizations and devaluations that so
intensely characterize his earlier internal representations of his

parents and his self (i.e., for each representation of the parents
is a corresponding representation of the self,

so it is not only

the parents that are split, but the self as well).

An understanding

of the basically bipolar nature of the adolescent's internal world

makes clearer why an adolescent's rebellion against his external

parents is not sufficient for growth and change; the problem is not
only (or necessarily at all) with the external parents.

Rather,

the parents against which the adolescent truly has to rebel are

internal, just as the parents on whom the adolescent desperately

wants to remain dependent are internal.

This is why "acceptance or

repudiation stemming from submission or defiance [to the external
parents] is a clear indication that genuine autonomy has not been
reached.

However, parental values adopted, worked over, and integrated

as the adolescent's own in the course of emotional disengagement

and conflict resolution, synthesize individuation and continuity"
(Kaplan, 1980, p. 383).

What has previously been a part of the

now
self by virtue of its connection with a childhood self -object
separated,
has to be worked over by the adolescent from a

differentiated perspective.

That is, the adolescent must begin to

"

.
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consider his ovm needs, values, and goals for himself, and must
rely on his own developing self to test out the viability of his

parent-based beliefs.

"Genuine emancipation seems to be built on

revision, modulation, and selective acceptance as well as

rejection.

..

of behavior.

and other changes of aims, representations, and patterns
These changes are necessarily slow, subtle, ambivalent,

limited, and fluctuating" (Schafer, 1973, p. 45).
(1963, p.

243) says,

world of affairs

As Winnicott

"adolescence itself is no easy thing in the

.

The process by which separation- individuation resolves splitting
is addressed differently by different writers.

Many focus on the

importance of deidealizing the "all good" object.

"The task of

deidealization is central to the adolescent process; in fact, adult

personality formation is contingent on the completion of this task
of psychic differentiation" (Bios, 1976, p. 16).

Others focus not

only on deidealization, but on modulating the devalued, "all-bad"

parent object-relationships, as well.

This modulation is

conceptualized as a process of integrating the split good and bad
aspects of an object into a more balanced, reality-based, ambivalent
obj ect

To understand the process of transformation of relationships

with parents in late adolescence, it is useful to consider some of
the functions that the internalized parents played for the

individual.

One of the primary purposes of the idealized internal

object relationships was as a source of self-esteem and narcissistic

gratification for the adolescent.

In infancy, with the awareness

to his own sense
of the mother's separate existence and the challenge
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of omnipotent control over the world, the infant endows his mother

with some degree of his own narcissism, sees her as the source of all
good things, then internalizes this representation of her as an
idealized, narcissistic object.

From that time, a primary source

of self-esteem is based on pleasing this internal object.

Similarly,

the internal object functions as a source of self-control, in at

least two ways.

First, idealized objects represent a level of

perfection for the individual; they hold a set of moral, ethical,
and behavioral values that the individual must live up to in order
to feel proud and loved and good.

Failure to meet these internalized

expectations leads to feelings of shame and guilt.

These values

represent the "parental values," and while there is usually significant
overlap between the values of the internal parents and the actual

values/rules of the external parents, there is not necessarily
perfect correspondence.

In addition to living up to the standards

of the ideal object, the hated, devalued aspects of the internal

objects function as feared, controlling disciplinarians who can be

experienced as threatening and punitive if disobeyed.

These two

components, the idealized object as the standard for perfection and
the devalued object as threatening punisher, have been called the

ego -ideal and the superego, respectively.
It can be easy to see adolescents' reliance on their

internalized parents for self-esteem and self-control.

They often

feel good about doing what would make their parents proud, and feel

guilty about doing what would make their parents angry, regardless
care) about these
of whether their parents actually know (or in fact,

activities.

It is not uncommon,

for example, to hear an adolescent
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say that her parents would "hate her," "kill her," or "disown her"
if they found out she had made some seemingly minor transgression,

such as cutting a class or telling a lie.

Similarly, the extreme pride

and the conviction that one will receive everlasting love from
one's parents for achieving some accomplishment is also common.
The extremity and intensity of these reactions often have more to do

with the extreme and intense nature of internalized good and bad
parent-and self-objects than with the actual parents in the real
world.

Prior to late adolescence, then, self-esteem and self-control

are experienced in relation to one's internalized parents; they are

based on the individual's being good and avoiding guilt.

By modifying

these relationships and internalizing these functions, a task for
the late adolescent is to develop the capacity to internally provide

and regulate self-esteem and control.

The love of the omnipotent

idealized parent must be replaced by (or transformed into) the love
of the self or possible self (Josselson, 1980)

.

As the late adolescent

transforms and deidealizes his internal parents, he can depend more

readily on external, realistic sources of self-esteem and pride, as
well as on self -generated sources.

"No longer will following the

rules be sufficient to establish a sense of narcissistic goodness"
(Benson, 1980, p. 261).
is

Rivto (1971) suggests that the libido that

withdrawn from the infantile ideal object is turned on the ego

and the self, leading to the increased narcissism that characterizes
the adolescent.

The late adolescent can then move from gratification

to
largely based on fantasy about pleasing the infantile object

objects.
gratification gained more directly in activity with real

33

As the late adolescent works to integrate the hated and

idealized components of his internal objects, he achieves an
increased capacity for ambivalence.

This is important because the

internal objects are no longer so emotionally salient that they

must be obeyed.

A crucial part of the internalization and

deidealization of parents during this time is the ability to perceive
and tolerate parents' flaws or shortcomings (Brockman, 1984).

An

equally important accomplishment is the ability to modulate the hated
aspects of the objects so that perceived parental flaws are no
longer experienced as unforgivable, hateful failures.

The outcome

of this integration is that the late adolescent's parents come to

be experienced as real people, with their strengths and weaknesses;
"...the individual has revised his internal distorted parental
objects, bringing them into harmony with the reality of what adults
are like, himself included" (Adatto, 1980, p. 470).

The adolescent

not only develops a more integrated view of his parents, but also
of himself.

Winnicott (1969), in describing the process of

adolescence, notes that it takes time "for the development in an

individual of a capacity to discover in the self the balance of the

good and the bad, of the hate and the destruction that go with the
love, within the self" (p.

755).

With an increased differentiation from and sense of wholeness
explore
of the parental relationships, the adolescent becomes freer to
for himself the rules, values, goals, and expectations that had

been so bound up with his parents.

He may or may not choose to

that
accept them as his own, reject them, or modify them in ways

suit his new needs.

What is important, however, is that with the
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capacity for ambivalence, he is now free to choose for himself.
This freedom to choose also extends to late adolescents' relationships.

After this work of integration is complete, the individual has the
increased capacity to form adult, stable relationships with people
who are his contemporaries.

Relationships are no longer ruled by

the childhood internalized objects.
It has been proposed that during this period,

the late adolescent

makes use of his environment to help him in the process of

internalization and transformation of his internal and external
relationships.

Kohut (1971) has suggested that the adolescent

develops intense peer relationships to help him maintain cohesion
of his self or personality during the time that he is transforming

his object-representations.

"Peer relationships function to maintain

self -cohesion during periods of weakness of the idealized self
objects" (Goldberg, 1978, p. 127).

The intense attachment to the

idealized parents is transferred to outside objects, in an
intermediate step towards establishing one's own capacities for self-

esteem and self-love.

These idealized peer relationships provide

the narcissistic gratifications that the internalized,

parents had provided.

idealized

After projecting his narcissistic cathexes

onto peers, the adolescent can then identify with chosen aspects of
those peers, thus taking back as his own the functions of self-esteem

and self-control (i.e., a transmuting internalization).

Because these

intense peer relationships are created by the adolescent to serve a

specific and finite purpose, they are typically short-lived.

It is

only after the individual has developed new, reality- influenced,
adult
gratifying internalizations that he is ready to form lasting
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relationships.

Rivto (1971, p. 245) states that the "quickly

established and often equally quickly broken attachments to peers
and adults are formed on the basis of idealizations which are

externalizations and projections of the adolescent's own narcissism.
These relationships are the basis for new identifications and are
the initial steps in the reversal of libidinal cathexis from the self
to the object but do not yet constitute lasting object ties."

Other kinds of objects can serve the same function as these

idealized peers or adults.

Benson (1980) suggests that adolescents

may use grandiose career fantasies as "narcissistic guardians"

which serve to maintain self- cohesion while the internal parents are

being deidealized.

He claims that vocational fantasies, as opposed

to realistic career choices, represent a part of the adolescent's

self and are cathected with his narcissism.

They are then used by

the adolescent to achieve a sense of perfection, approval, and worth.

For example, adolescent fantasies of becoming a famous athlete,

writer, or musician can serve as idealized sources of self-esteem,

even though the adolescent is not pursuing these goals as actual
careers.

As with the type of intense peer relationships described

above, these vocational fantasies are created and used for a period

of time, then vanish without regret.

Although they are not labelled as such, these idealized
relationships with peers, adults, or career fantasies appear to be

used as transitional objects in late adolescence.
the same way

didj^

the original,

They function in

infantile transitional objects:

"created
They exist in the external world but are at the same time
his own feelings.
by the individual, by his cathecting them with
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narcissistic energy, or idealization.
ssirve the

The transitional objects

function that the idealized parents

is trying to differentiate,

served.

,

from whom the adolescent

By transferring these functions

from the parents (whether it be the internalized or the external
parents) to the object, the adolescent begins the process of

separating from the parents.

As the adolescent internalizes the

cathected functions from these idealized transitional objects, he
"precipitates" or creates an internal structure that provides the

function that had been originally served by the parents and then by
the transitional object.

Ultimately, the need for the actual

transitional object decreases, and it is forgotten without regret.
Thus, as in infancy, the transitional object serves as a kind of

way station, between the originally cathected object (parents) and
the adolescent's self,

in the process of internalization.

Transitional objects in late adolescence can take many forms.

They will likely not appear the same as those used in infancy
(i.e., objects chosen for their physical or tactile qualities,

inanimate objects), at least for nonclinical adolescent populations.
More likely, transitional objects will take the form of relationships

with peers, important teachers, dorm mates or advisors, or other adults
(Kroger, 1985).

Also developmentally appropriate would be some

meaningful class, ideology, or campus or social issue.

These

intermediary and temporary love objects or idealizations act as
transitions between infantile and adult love objects (Adatto,
1980)

.

These relationships take over the gratifying functions of

adolescent to
the "good mother" or "good parents," enabling the

become less dependent on these childhood objects.

Lobel (1981,
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p.

202) postulates that "by creating his own comforter [the adolescent]

is not only reacting to disillusionment with the mother but also
to

his urge to outgrow the totally dependent relationship on her."

Although she does not specify where the disillusionment originates,
it is suggested that certain late adolescent or college experiences,

plus the cultural expectations for change, create a need for a

different type of relationship between late adolescents and their
parents, leading to a sense of incompatibility or disillusionment

with the current relationship.
Transitional objects can also function as the "bad mother" or
hated, devalued, parental object.

These objects serve as the

targets of the adolescent's aggression (Rosenthal, 1981).

And

there is an aggressive aspect inherent in late adolescence:
(1986, p.

148) writes,

Viorst

"...it has been proposed that asserting our

right to a separate existence can unconsciously feel as if we are

killing our parents

... [And that]

by becoming autonomous (instead of

remaining dependent), by establishing inner restraints (instead of

needing our parents to serve as our external conscience)

,

by cutting

emotional ties (instead of seeking our gratifications within the
family), by taking care of our needs (instead of surrendering that

care to our mother and father), we annihilate our parents' roles

and take them unto ourself.

killing our parents."
thing:

And,

in that sense, are guilty of

Winnicott (1969, p. 752) suggested the same

"... [G] rowing up means taking the parent's place.

really does.

It

In the unconscious fantasy, growing up is inherently

an aggressive act."
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Just as in infancy, transitional objects in late adolescence
exist both within and outside the individual.

And, just as the

infant endows a blanket with all sorts of unique characteristics
(no longer is a blanket just a blanket!),

so does the late adolescent

endow his transitional object with characteristics that may have
little to do with the actual characteristics of the object.
example,

For

it is very common to find freshmen in college developing

intense, dramatic,

"best friend" relationships with their new

roommates, despite the actual characteristics of these roommates.

These relationships are often surprising to people who know the
adolescent, as the roommate is not a person whom the adolescent

would typically choose as a friend.

It is as if the real qualities

of the new friend do not matter; these qualities may in fact be
denied.

Similarly, late adolescents often develop idealized "crushes"

on teachers or other adults that also seem to be based more on the

adolescent's need to have such a relationship than on any real

characteristic of the loved object.
Bios (1976) discussed the adolescent's creation of a social

environment that aides in the integration of split internalized
good- and bad-object relationships.

environment the "autoplastic milieu."

He calls this special social

According to Bios (1976),

the adolescent recreates his internal splits in the external world,

where they are more available to his manipulation and attempts at
integration.

Adolescents use "a self-created social milieu in

order to modulate and synthesize the often only tenuously integrated
split parental imagos

,

thereby attempting to overcome the sense of

20).
inner divisiveness, disharmony, and uncertainty" (p.

The
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autoplastic milieu is said to be created only for the purpose of

integrating the split parents; the social relationships are not
genuine ones.

"In reviving the split images by proxy in the

autoplastic milieu, the adolescent institutes, autonomously, a
transactional social system with the sole purpose of changing
himself, but not his environment" (p. 20).

As described above, the

chosen peers are idealized or devalued for the adolescent's own
needs, regardless (or in spite of) their actual good or bad

characteristics.

Thus, the creation of these transitional objects

"...implies, temporarily, considerable yet circumscribed decline of

reality testing"

(p.

20).

Bios (1976) agrees with Rivto (1971) and

others that these relationships are neither genuine nor long- lasting.

Once the functions assigned to the transitional objects have been

internalized and integrated by the late adolescent, the objects
themselves are no longer needed, and they "vanish without any sense
of loss, regret, or remembrance" (Bios, 1976, p. 20).

The

relationships are "self -liquidating through the process of

late-adolescent consolidation" (Bios, 1976, p. 26).
Empirical Support

Considerable research has been conducted on development in
late adolescence, particularly in the area of identity development.

Much of this research has employed a separation- individuation model
to study development.

However, relatively little empirical work

use of
has been done exploring the role of internalization or the

transitional objects during this stage.

In addition, while studies

that change
have addressed the kinds of personal characteristics
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throughout this period, few have explored the actual process of

development or growth during this time.
One of the most often-cited studies of adolescence, conducted

by Offer and Offer (1975), was notable in its exploration of normal,
rather than pathological, adolescent development.

Offer and Offer's

(1975) 10-year longitudinal study of adolescent males suggested

that adolescents can develop in different ways, with each pattern still

being considered "normal."

The authors refuted the view that

rebellion and turmoil are prerequisites for adolescent development.
They found three subgroups of normal development:

The Continuous

Growth group showed a relatively smooth progression from adolescence
to adulthood.

These adolescents generally had stable families, and

they showed signs of well -developed ego strengths.

Growth group grew in developmental spurts

,

The Surgent

and they seemed to need

to use much energy for mastering developmental tasks.

The families

of these adolescents were more likely than the families of the

Continuous Growth group to have had separations

,

deaths

,

or serious

The ego structures of these Surgent Growth adolescents

illnesses.

appeared to be relatively well-developed, but unable to cope with

unanticipated anxieties.

The third group, those showing Tumultuous

Growth, showed evidence of more internal turmoil, conflicts, and

inhibitions

,

and presented more external behavior problems

.

This

group had less stable family backgrounds and more major family

traumas than the other two groups.

difficult for these adolescents.

Separation from parents was
It is notable that this third

population,
group, which most closely resembles a clinical

is the

and external
only group that clearly showed the internal turmoil

,
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acting out that has been said to characterize adolescence.

This

illustrates a problem with most early research on adolescent
development:

It relied largely on studies and clinical interviews

with disturbed populations.
The bulk of the recent research conducted on normal adolescent

developmental processes is based on the work of Marcia (1966,
1967)

,

who developed a structured interview procedure to assess

identity development in adolescence.

Marcia's conceptualization of

late adolescence draws from the theories of Erik Erikson (1950)

who outlined specific developmental tasks and "crises" that individuals

have to resolve throughout the life cycle in order to progress from
one developmental stage to the next.

The task for late adolescents

is one of ego identity consolidation;

failure to resolve

this crisis results in "role diffusion" (Erikson, 1950, p. 261) or

identity confusion.

Ego identity is consolidated by testing one's

parentally-based identity with alternative identities provided by
peers and society, and by integrating all of these options into an

acceptable adult identity.

Marcia's (1966) paradigm for classifying the identity statuses
of late adolescents is based on two criteria, crisis and commitment.

Crisis refers to a process of active questioning, of trying on

different identities and choosing among meaningful alternatives.

Commitment refers to the individual's personal investment in the
alternative chosen.

On the basis of these two criteria, an

Identity
individual may fall into one of four identity statuses:
crisis and
Achievers are those who have experienced a period of

and a clear
questioning and have emerged with stable commitments

.
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identity.

Moratorium individuals are currently in an active crisis

period, and therefore have as -yet vague commitments.

Foreclosures

"have experienced no crisis, yet have firm, usually parentally

determined, commitments" (Marcia & Friedman, 1970, p. 250). Identity

Diffusions have neither gone through a crisis period nor established
commitments.

While these identity status categories were developed

with male students, focusing on the areas of occupation, religion,
and politics (Marcia, 1967), subsequent research has shown these

categories to be valid for college women, and for the area of
sexual attitudes in males and females (Marcia & Friedman, 1970;

Waterman & Nevid, 1977).
Waterman, Geary, and Waterman (1974), using Marcia's (1966)

categories

,

conducted a longitudinal study of changes in ego identity

status from early in the freshman year to the end of the senior

year in college.

Subjects were interviewed at the beginning and

the end of their freshman year, and again at the end of their

senior year. A significant increase in the number of students in the

Identity Achiever status from the freshman to the senior year was
found, as was a significant decrease in the number of students in
the Moratorium status (those currently in crisis) over time.

In

addition, there was a significant decrease in the number of

Foreclosure and Identity Diffusion students; most of these students

moved through the Moratorium status into the Identity Achiever
status (i.e., they experienced a crisis period and emerged with
some commitments)

Another important finding from this study concerns the stability
of the identity statuses.

As predicted, the Moratorium status was
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highly unstable, as most of the students who were in the Moratorium
stage in their freshman year had reached the Identity Achiever

status by their senior year.

Furthermore, students who attained

the Identity Achiever status by the end of their freshman year tended
to remain in that category.

However, students who had arrived at what

looked like the Identity Achiever status before entering college
were not very stable; most of these students moved out of the
Identity Achiever status (and into the Moratorium status) during
their freshman year.

This provides support for the notion that the

new and diverse experiences encountered early in college promote
the active relinquishing of earlier identifications and the

establishment of a more mature, peer- or adult-oriented identity.

An interesting sex difference has emerged in many of the
studies that employed Marcia's (1966) classification schema.

For

males, the identity status categories that have been considered

most adaptive are the Identity Achiever and Moratorivun statuses.
That is, adolescent males who have gone through a period of crisis
and questioning and who have emerged with stable commitments, or those
who are currently in an active crisis period, were found to be
"healthier" than those in the Foreclosure and Identity Diffusion
categories, on the basis of having lower anxiety (Schenkel & Marcia,
1972), greater field independence (Schenkel, 1975), less of a

tendency to conform (Toder & Marcia, 1973), and less vulnerability
to self-esteem manipulation (Marcia,

1967).

In contrast, studies have

to
found that, for women. Foreclosures responded more similarly

Identity Achievers, and therefore more adaptively, than did
Moratoriums.

This led many to believe that a foreclosed identity
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was more adaptive for women than for men, and that the Moratorium

status causes too much stress and disequilibrium for women.

The

above authors (Schenkel, 1975; Toder & Marcia, 1973) suggest that

perhaps it is less important for women to separate from their

parentally-based beliefs and to explore alternative identities,
while societal expectations of independence for men make moratorium
a more adaptive process for male adolescents.

The sex differences found in these studies have been disputed

by Raphael (1977)

,

who points out methodological problems growing out

of a lack of a developmental perspective in Marcia's paradigm.

Marcia's identity status categories do not take into account the
individual's age or developmental stage, but instead assign subjects
to an identity category based solely on their level of crisis and

commitment.

Raphael (1977) found that, of the early studies based

on Marcia's work, 4 out of

5

studies with male subjects used primarily

first and second year college students, while all of the studies

with female subjects used third and fourth year students.

He goes

on to say that "concerning the issue of identity status in university
women, the problem is basically that use of Moratorium females who

after two-and-a-half to three years of university are still unable
to reach conclusions and commitments may mean examining individuals

who are similar to Diffusion status females who are also unable to

reach conclusions.

These Moratorium status females would be a

qualitatively different sample of subjects than Moratorium status
females seen in the first two years of university.

It is

questionable whether these 'late Moratoriums' are truly Moratoriums
in a developmental sense" (Raphael, 1977, p. 61).

In other words.

.
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these studies were attempting to compare freshman and sophomore
ni^-les

who were in crisis with junior and senior females who were in

crisis, without taking the subjects' ages into account.

Raphael (1977)

notes that it is inappropriate to believe that it is maladaptive
for females to consider alternatives, especially since the Identity

Achiever females, who have passed through the crisis period,

performed at the highest level in all studies.

In support of this

interpretation, Raphael's (1977) own research with 16- and

17 -year

old females showed Moratorium status females scoring higher than

Foreclosures and Identity Diffusions on measures of cognitive
complexity, tolerance for ambiguity, and intelligence.

A limitation of the paradigm developed by Marcia, and the
theories of adolescent development proposed by Erikson, is that

they rely largely on conscious and social constructs and processes.
In more recent studies, several researchers have employed projective

measures and open-ended clinical interviews in an attempt to gain
more information about the unconscious dynamics underlying each of

Marcia's (1966) categories.

Donovan (1975) used clinical interviews,

Rorschach data, subjects' journals, and other measures to illustrate
the underlying processes in each of the four identity statuses

Focusing on the students' relationships with their parents, he
found that students in the Foreclosure status (those who had not
gone through a crisis but had a firm set of parentally-based

commitments) had the most positive view of their parents of all the

identity statuses.
and encouraging.

They saw their parents as predominately accepting
Moratoriums, on the other hand, had the most negative

were actively
feelings toward their parents, and they felt that they
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struggling to free themselves from the grips of their parents.
Identity Diffusions saw their parents as rejecting and detached.
Identity Achievers had the most balanced view of their parents,

which was largely positive though ambivalent.
Allen (1976, in Marcia, 1980), in a study similar to Donovan's
(1975)

,

focused on mother -daughter relationships in late

adolescence.

Foreclosure women were found to be least aware of

differences between themselves and their mothers, and seemed unable
to risk criticizing their mothers.

Moratoriums were most critical

of and saw themselves as most unlike their mothers.

Identity

Diffusions seemed so distant from their mothers that no real

relationship seemed possible.

And Identity Achievers appeared to

have gone through a period of distance from their mothers, but had

reestablished ties with them while retaining an awareness of the
differences between themselves and their mothers.
Both Donovan's (1975) and Allen's (1976) studies lend themselves
to reinterpretation from an object relational, separation-

individuation paradigm.

Foreclosure status individuals seem to be

maintaining their idealized internal parents, protecting them from
the split devalued objects, and continuing to derive their identity

and self-esteem from these infantile objects.

Moratoriums seem to

be in the process of internalizing and integrating split objects, and
are currently feeling the loss of their parents but have not yet

achieved a stable and tolerant relationship with them.

The Identity

Diffusions seem to have either failed to develop adequate early
objects
internalizations or have such fragile and split internal

that no integration or development is possible.

And Identity

.
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Achievers have mourned their early object relations by integrating
the split idealized and devalued objects,

internalizing their

important functions, and transforming these into differentiated,
adult relationships with their internal and external parents.

Josselson (1982) looked at the early memories of women in Marcia's
(1966) four identity status categories.

She understood early

memories as expressions of important fantasies around which a
persons 's character structure is organized, and claimed that they
reflect unconscious dynamics rather than conscious notions about
identity.

College women were given Marcia's (1966) Identity Status

Interview, then were asked for several early memories.

These

memories were coded according to a classification system developed

by Mayman (1968)

.

Josselson (1982) combined the categories of memories

into two, pre-Oedipal and phallic -Oedipal

.

The pre-Oedipal memories

represent themes of basic trust, mistrust, and differentiation of
the self, while the later Oedipal memories represent themes of

initiative, striving, and competition.

She found that Foreclosures

and Identity Diffusions were similar in distributing their memories
fairly equally between pre-Oedipal and Oedipal phases.

Moratoriums

drew significantly more memories from the phallic-Oedipal stages.
Identity Achievers were notable in having significantly more "blend"
memories than the other statuses, with one memory having two separate
themes representing different (pre-Oedipal and phallic-Oedipal)

phases
Josselson'

s

(1982) interpretations of these results provide a

rich description of the internal dynamics of late adolescent women
in each of the four identity status categories.

She saw the greater
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sinpliHsis

that,

on thoinos of bssfc socvirity sinong FoitbcIosuitss ss suggesting

"stuck in conflicts about dependency and safety, these women

clung to the past both in their identity formation and their current
self-representation" (Josselson, 1982,

p.

297).

Moratoriums' early

memories reflecting themes of initiative and competition reflected
their desire to "do it alone

Their memories are full of efforts

of the self to go exploring, to expand its own capacities..."
(p.

297).

Identity Achievers' major theme seemed to be of integration,

characterized by their many blend memories.

They showed the capacity

to consolidate divergent aspects of themselves.

"Their inner world

seems balanced between their needs for relatedness and needs for self-

assertion, almost as though they use the relationship as the

wellspring to draw strength for their efforts

.... [They show a]

pattern wherein closeness is maintained to the person from whom one
is differentiating"

(p.

297).

The Identity Achievers stood in

contrast to Foreclosures, who were so preoccupied with relatedness
that they could not free energy for their own differentiated growth.
And, they contrasted with Moratoriums, who were trying so hard to

sever relationships in the past that they were not able to make
new, realistic relationships; the Moratoriums'

"absorption in their

own capacities seems to preclude (or precede) the rapprochement

which appears necessary for identity consolidation" (Josselson,
1982, p.

297).

Identity Diffusions seemed to be dealing with the

earliest developmental issues, and had not developed a sense of
internal sameness and continuity.
profile
Kroger (1985) provided an empirically-based "attachment
status
of late adolescents in each of Marcia's four identity
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categories.

Kroger (1985) used Hansburg's Separation-Anxiety Test

(Hansburg, 1980) to assess the level and quality of separation from

internalized parents that characterized adolescents in each
category.

The assessment was based on individuals' responses to

twelve pictures representing both mild and strong or traumatic

childhood and adolescent separation experiences.

Subjects were

asked to select from a list of 17 possible items as many items as they
felt would be descriptive of the person in the picture.

Subjects'

responses were said to reflect their current feelings and anxieties
about separation and individuation.

Subjects were then classified

into one of three groups; those presenting Secure Attachment,

Anxious Attachment, and Detachment.

Kroger's (1985) subjects consisted of 135 college students, 80
females and 55 males.

Subjects were given Marcia's (1967) Identity

Status Interview as well as the Separation- Anxiety Test (Hansburg,
1980)

.

The author found that students in the Identity Achiever

status were more likely to show Secure Attachment than they were to

show Anxious Attachment or Detachment.

Notably, Foreclosures

showed significantly more Anxious Attachment than did any other of
the identity statuses.

These results suggested that Identity

Achievers, having "weathered the adolescent rapprochement crisis in
the realization of their separateness"

(Kroger,

1985, p.

136), were

able to resolve the anxieties associated with separation from their

internalized parents and feel sufficiently connected and safe with
their adult relationships.

Foreclosures, on the other hand, while

showing evidence of close and unseparated relationships with their
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parents, had the most anxiety about separations.

They relied

heavily on these dependent relationships, and feared losing them.
In a comprehensive study, Josselson (1973) conducted Identity

Status Interviews (Marcia, 1966) and semi-structured clinical

interviews to further assess psychodynamic aspects of identity

formation in college women.

Josselson'

s

(1973) summary of

characteristics of the Foreclosure status begins with an illustrative
quote:

"'I am loved and cared for;

1973, p.

12).

therefore,

I

am'" (Josselson,

She found that Foreclosure women unanimously

emphasized the closeness of their families and their need for
security with them.

These women did not seem to have reached the

realization that their parents are fallible; they continued to
preserve the omnipotence of their internalized parents.

The

interviews with Foreclosures contained a theme of their looking for
an object who could do everything for them and protect them from

everything.

Rather than having developed their own sense of self-

esteem and self-sufficiency, these women were concerned only with

pleasing idealized persons in order to be protected and loved.

Josselson (1973,

p.

15)

stated that "individuation is scarcely

suggested by these data, and these subjects often have difficulty
even conceptualizing their parents as distinct from themselves.
There is almost no distance between their idealization of one or

both parents and their own ego ideal.

From the earliest time,

being a very good girl for very good parents has been a source of selfesteem..."

Foreclosure women were also found to be unable to

tolerate ambiguity.
bad.

They tended to see things as all good or all

They could not experience anger, disappointment, or even
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mildly critical feelings for their parents; instead, these feelings
seemed to be projected out onto the world.

The Foreclosures therefore

felt safe in their family nests, protected from a cold, cruel
world.

In an interesting paradox. Foreclosure women did not see

themselves as dependent; "the unconscious identification with

parental superegos is so deep and so massive that ego boundaries

between themselves and their parents are fused.

The object of

dependency is thereby internalized, leading to a sense of
independence..." (Josselson, 1973,

p.

17).

Not surprisingly.

Foreclosures showed a lack of meaningful peer relationships that
could help them loosen their ties to their parents.

Josselson

summarized by saying that "psychologically, these women remain
children.

While they appear to be confident and self-assured, they

derive their self-esteem from the same source as does a latency-age
child, from the uncompromising adherence to a parentally derived

superego which they please symbolically as they once pleased the

parents

.

They have settled for parental modes of thought and

behavior partly because they were unable to form relationships
outside the home deep enough for identifications to form" (1973,
p.

17).

Clearly, the women in this group were those who had not

been able to internalize or integrate idealized and hated aspects
of their parental- and self-objects

.

They continued to derive

self-esteem from their idealized parents, and protected these

needed idealized parents by projecting the hateful parts of them
onto objects in the environment.

These women were unable to make

were unwilling
use of transitional object relationships because they

,
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or unable to give up the omnipotent internal parents.

No

internalization occurred because no loss was tolerated.

Josselson summarized women in the Moratorium status with the
quote "'I am Right; therefore,

I

am'"

(1973, p.

27).

The primary

theme reflected in interviews with this group was a sense of guilt

about disappointing their parents, particularly their mothers. This
guilt reflected their struggle to break away from their mothers,

whom they saw as needing the daughter more than the daughter needed
the mother.

While they were separating from and critical of their

mothers, they were very reliant on outside relationships.
in their relationships,

In fact,

"Moratorium women idealize one or more of

their peers" (Josselson, 1973, p. 31).

These relationships seemed

to serve as transitional objects, then;

the peers served as an

intermediate step between parental -based self-esteem and the
individual's own, self -regulated self-esteem.

The Moratorium women

also showed the t 3rpe of grandiose vocational fantasies that Benson
(1980) suggested serve as transitional objects:

"More often than

any of the other groups, the Moratoriums report daydreams, often

continuing from childhood, of wondrous success" (Josselson, 1973,
p.

32).

The Moratorium women seemed to be in the throes of late

adolescent development.

They were currently in the process of

integrating and modifying their internal parent- and self -obj ects
but they had not yet established stable, adult internalizations.

Although they used transitional objects to help them maintain some
integrity and self-esteem during this difficult time, they also
are.
were most unsure of themselves and confused about who they

.
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Women in the Identity Achievement status, characterized by the
statement "'I have an effect on the world and on others; therefore,
I

am,'" (Josselson, 1973, p. 19), demonstrated the capacity to turn

to their own capacities and talents for self-esteem rather than relying

on their parents' approval.

They showed a sense of identity and

purpose that was not found in the other statuses.

Identity Achievers

demonstrated the ability to make a realistic appraisal of their
parents and to experience ambivalence toward them: "...she wishes
to be like each parent in some ways, wishes to be not like them in

Women in this category tended to

others" (Josselson, 1973, p. 24).

have gone through a period of conflict and estrangement from their
parents, "yet they seemed to have consolidated enough ego strength
to be able to turn to their own abilities and to be able to begin the

process of mourning for what they missed" (Josselson, 1973,

p.

25).

Identity Achievement women also showed evidence of having used peer

relationships as transitional objects, to support their own
development.

From an object relations perspective, these women

showed signs of having accomplished the tasks of late adolescence,

integrating previously split internal objects with the help of
transitional relationships and emerging with a personal source of

self-esteem and the ability to form stable contemporary
relationships

Josselson (1973) found the Identity Diffusion group to be the
most difficult to understand.

She characterized them with the

expression, "'I feel; therefore,

I

am.'" (p.

of Identity Diffusions could be categorized,

35).

Several subtypes

including women with

severe psychopathology and early developmental deficits.

A common
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theme in this group was the failure of internalization
of objects.

These women seemed to be unable to form positive
identifications

with either parent,

Josselson (1973) found evidence for the extreme

defensive use of splitting
possible:

so extreme that no rapprochement was

"The ego of the Diffusions, then,

is

incapable ... of the

integration necessary for identity formation" (Josselson, 1973,
p.

41).

Although authors like Josselson, (1973, 1982), Donovan (1975),
and Allen (1976)

,

have attempted to explore the unconscious dynamics

underlying Marcia's identity statuses, their work is necessarily
limited by the boundaries imposed by Marcia's categories.

Because

Marcia's (1966, 1967) paradigm is not a developmental one, it is
not possible to obtain a clear sense of the ways in which women change
and develop from adolescence to adulthood; the process is not
addressed.
In addition, while the studies described above (Donovan, 1975;

Josselson, 1973, 1982) as well as others (e.g., Lasser & Snarey,
1989) present rich descriptions of the characteristics of adolescents
in different, prelabelled developmental stages, they seem to be

limited by their lack of focus on the actual process of development.
That is, they provide little information on how individuals change,

what initiates change and how it proceeds

,

or what internal and

external factors are involved in the process.

"Separation-

individuation", "internalization," and "transitional objects" have

been used more as descriptive labels
explored as developmental processes

.

.

and have not been sufficiently
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Another Hinitetion of the available empirical research on late

adolescent development is that, with some exceptions as seen above,
studies have primarily used either male subjects or male and female

subjects together (Adelson & Doehrman, 1980).

Theories of late

adolescence in women, and of female development in general, have
largely been either adapted versions of theories of male development
or have stressed women's shortcomings in relation to men.
(1982) quotes Karen

Menaker

Homey, who said that "the conclusion that half

the human race is discontented with the sex assigned to it and can

overcome this discontent only in favorable circumstances is decidedly
unsatisfying, not only to feminine narcissism but also to biological
sciences" (p. 77).

There is reason to believe that development in late adolescence
involves different processes for men and women.

Chodorow (1978)

argues that developmental processes of separation and individuation,
at all ages, are intimately linked with gender identity.

Because

the primary caretakers in our society are generally female, and because
it is these primary caretakers who are likely to be internalized

most strongly, men and women face a somewhat different task in

separating from or transforming their internal objects.

Chodorow

(1978) states that the experience for girls of being parented

primarily by a same-sex adult means that separation is not required
for the development of a female sexual identity, whereas separation

from the mother is crucial for boys' development of a masculine
sexual identity.

In fact, she argues that separation from the

mother might in fact threaten gender identity for women.
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Menaker (1982) agrees that separation from the internalized

mother can be more anxiety-provoking for women than for men.

She

states that, because the opportunity to remain in a merged, dependent

relationship with the mother is more readily available to women
than men, many women feel they must turn against their mothers and
all that is feminine in an attempt to separate;

"The fear of not being

different, of being mired in a merger with the mother and thus

failing to individuate, leads many women to disavow almost totally

identification with the mother.

This overthrow of what must

inevitably be some part of herself makes the integration of female
identity difficult and precarious for many women" (Menaker, 1982,
p.

82).

The increased acceptance in our society of women's independence

and self-sufficiency might make late adolescent development

especially difficult for women, whose maternal figures often
represent connection and relatedness rather than separateness and
autonomy.

Women are more likely to define themselves in terms of

relationships, while men more often stress personal autonomy in
their self -definitions (Gilligan, 1982).
p.

Dellas and Baier (1975,

400) state that "the key to male identity is disconnection; that

of the female, connection."

Dealing with the adolescent's independence

may be as difficult for the mother of the adolescent as it is for
the female adolescent herself.

Arnstein (1980) points out that

many mothers of today's college women are at a time in their lives

when they may be feeling dissatisfaction at not having pursued a career
or resentment at not having had the same options that their daughters

have.

Mothers may therefore overidentify with their daughters.
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encouraging solutions or options that the mother finds viable and

discouraging paths that she finds unsatisfactory.

This

overidentification may make it more difficult for the daughter to
move on her own adult path, as she may experience added pressure
from her mother to fulfill the mother's dreams.

Criticisms of the theories of Erikson (1950)

,

on whose stage

model of development many studies of adolescence have been based,
have proliferated in the past several years.

Erikson (1950)

suggested that the primary task of late adolescence, identity

consolidation

,

had to be accomplished before the achievement of a

capacity for true intimacy (the developmental task of the next
stage) could be attained.

In response to criticism that this

progression does not seem to hold for women, Erikson later revised
his theories concerning women's development, and suggested that

women may first achieve intimacy (with men)
to help consolidate their identity.

with much criticism.

,

then use this achievement

These suggestions have met

The problem is not "which comes first, intimacy
The problem with

or identity, and is it different for each gender?".

Erikson'

s

stage model, instead, is that, particularly for women,

intimacy or relatedness and identity are inseparable
of the same process.
of relationships.

:

they are part

Women tend to define themselves in the context

This is not to say that women are more dependent

or needy, but that women's identity is best conceptualized as

self-

in-relation" to others (Kaplan & Klein, 1985; Stiver, 1986, Surrey,
1985).

Josselson (1988,

p.

99)

states,

"[i]ntimacy, or interpersonal

development, among women is identity and resides not in the choice
differentiation.
of a heterosexual partner, but in the development,

58

and mastery of ways of being with others (not just men) that meet
her standards for taking care, that connect her meaningfully to others,
and that locate her in an interpersonal network."
argues,

is a path from less to more mature,

Development, she

differentiated,

fulfilling forms of relating to others.
This points to the need to clarify such terms as "separation,"

"individuation," "autonomy," and "internalization."

In many ways,

these terms have come to be seen as implying the ending or loss of

relationships, suggesting that when one separates from an object
one no longer has a relationship with that object.

Phrases such as

"relinquishing objects," "becoming autonomous," and "achieving

psychological distance" reinforce this type of thinking.

And,

this

view of separation as the opposite of connectedness has prevailed
even among proponents of object relations theories, despite their

seemingly contradictory understanding of the self as composed of
and based on relationships.

Empirical as well as theoretical studies highlight the problems

with conceptualizing separation as necessarily involving the loss
of connection.

It is important to remember that separation is

generally seen as a psychologically healthy process, and a sign of
more mature development.

This does not imply, however, that

non- connectedness is healthy.

Ainsworth's (1978) studies of childhood

show that it is the most securely attached children who are most
free to explore the world.

The most "separate" children were the

ones most securely connected.

adolescent
The same definitional problems exist in theories of

development.

the way
As Josselson (1988, p. 94) points out, from
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"separation" has tended to be defined, it would appear that

"...theory predicts that an adequately separated or individuated

adolescent should have no further interest in his parents."
is not the case.

This

Most studies on adolescence find that individuals

showing the most healthy "separation" are those who retain

a sense

of positive connection with their parents (Allison & Sabatelli,
1988; Frank et al.,

1988).

Thus,

1988; Lasser & Snarey,

1989; Newman & Newman,

"[i]n order to progress developmentally

,

each individual

must successfully undertake an age -appropriate resolution of the

ongoing dialectic of separateness and connectedness which ideally
results in an optimal balance between individuation (self as
individual) and interdependence (self as related to other)

...

[T]his

requires a process by which children evolve a sense of identity

which enables their relationships with parents gradually to be
reconstituted on a more mutual and adult level" (Allison & Sabatelli,
1988, p.

3).

For the purposes of this paper, the terms "separation,"

"individuation," and so on will be defined not as processes of
ending, obliterating, or relinquishing relationships.

Rather,

these terms imply the transformation of relationships from one form
to another.

What ends, in the process of being internalized, is

the outdated form of a relationship.

The outcome of separation is

therefore not isolation or aloneness, but differentiation of self
from others- -others with whom one still is in relationship.

"Adolescence is a long period of negotiation between an adolescent
that is
and her important inner and outer objects to find a balance

mutually tolerable.

Separation- individuation implies continued.
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renewed, often strengthened, but revised connectedness.

A more

clearly delineated sense of self makes new forms of relatedness
possible" (Josselson, 1988, p. 98).
The present study was an attempt to explore and more completely

understand the process of development in college women from late
adolescence to young adulthood.

It was designed to carefully

explore and describe the process by which women transform their

relationships with significant others (especially the parents).
Both internalized and external relationships were thought to undergo

transformation during this period of development, and both were
studied.

It was expected from the outset that the process of

development during this life stage, as in all stages, would be

revealed to be a process of separation- individuation that relies on
internalization as the vehicle for growth and change.

Furthermore,

it was expected that an important step in the internalization

process would be the creation and use of transitional objects.
The purpose of this study, then, was to closely examine, and

provide a detailed description of, the processes by which late

adolescent girls become young adult women.

The work involved

identifying and describing the ways in which late adolescent women
use transitional objects, and the place these objects hold in the

larger developmental process of transition from adolescence to
adulthood.

CHAPTER

2

METHODS

Subjects

The subjects for this study were 24 undergraduate late

adolescent females, ranging in age from 18 to 24.

Eligibility

requirements for participation in the study were that subjects be

between the ages of 17 and 24, enrolled in college full-time, and
come from an intact family.

This last requirement was made due to

the expectation that the divorce or death of one's parent(s)

influences the quality of an individual's object relationships
significantly, and thus would likely affect the process of
development, vis-a-vis changes in these internal objects, in late
adolescence.

This source of variability was therefore eliminated

from the study.

There was one exception, however; the father of

one of the participants (age 24) had recently died.

Because this had

occurred relatively late in the process of development studied
here, and because her experiences were so rich that they added much
to the present study,

she was not excluded from participating.

Any

material taken from this subject will be identified as coming from
this source.

Subjects participated in a semi -structured interview, designed

by the interviewer, that addressed facets of development that were

expected to be important in late adolescence.

The interview also

included questions drawn from the Transitional Relatedness Interview
and
(Gunderson, Morris, & Zanarini, 1985), which assesses current
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past use of transitional objects.

Following the interview, subjects

were asked to complete a two-part Demographic Data measure.
Measures
Late Adolescent Development Interview

The first part of the interview involved gathering some basic

information about the subject's school experiences, and was designed
to allow the investigator to establish a rapport with the subject.

The interview began with questions about subjects' year in school,

academic major, living arrangements, career goals, and experience
of college life.

Following this initial phase, the interview went on to identify
and assess important aspects of the subjects' experiences and
development.

This next section began with the question, "What is

the most important thing in your life right now?".

Rather than

imposing certain categories of response, this purposely open-ended
and unstructured question allowed women to identify for themselves

what was most salient for them at this point in their lives, whether
it be a particular person or relationship, class,

ideal, or experience.

This question was followed by inquiries about this "most important
thing," in order to assess the quality and degree of its importance,
the process of its becoming so important, and the functions it

served for the individual.
The interview then proceeded to inquire about important

relationships in the subjects' lives.
question;
now?"

It began with an open-ended

"Who is the most important person in your life right

Then, specific relationships with parents, family, friends,

and other people identified as important were explored.

The purpose

63

of this phase of the interview was to identify and assess the form

and quality of relationships in the subjects' lives.

By asking the

subject to describe each relationship, to identify what she liked
and disliked about the other, and to look at similarities and

differences between herself and the other person, the subject's
level of connection to and differentiation from the other could be

investigated.

The descriptions of changes in each identified

relationship over time provided information about the process and

development of these relationships.
To assess whether the objects (whether persons or not)

identified by the subjects as most salient in their lives were

currently or previously used as transitional objects, questions
were asked to elicit information about the level of importance of the
salient object and some of the functions it served for the
individual.

In addition, some questions from the Transitional

Relatedness Interview (Gunderson, Morris, & Zanarini, 1985) were
embedded in the Late Adolescent Development Interview to help
identify transitional objects.

The Transitional Relatedness

Interview is a short, structured interview used to detect evidence
of involvement with transitional objects in adulthood and childhood.

The interview stresses the functional aspects of transitional

objects, inquiring about "1) the manner and extent to which the

subject used objects for coping with situations of distress or to
get sleep, and 2) the degree to which the subject experienced their

absence or loss as stressful"

(p.

50).

The authors looked at

inanimate objects and pets in their interview; transitional

relationships with people were not explored.

The authors cite

64

numerous studies that show a relationship between borderline

personality disorder and use of transitional objects (Horton et al.,
1974; Grinker et al.

,

1968; Arkema, 1981), and their interview

successfully discriminated between borderlines and non-borderlines
(Gunderson, Morris, & Zanarini, 1985).

Kahne (1967) noted that

increased use of transitional phenomena was found in adults "'under

circumstances in which there was a threat to the ego of separation
from an important contemporary object'" (cited in Gunderson, Morris,
& Zanarini, 1985, p. 48).

Because it was hypothesized that

transitional objects in normal late adolescence would not likely be
pets or inanimate objects, but would more likely be relationships

with people or ideas, the Transitional Relatedness Interview was

modified in this study.

Areas of inquiry drawn from the Interview

for inclusion in this study included the degree of importance of
the person's "most important thing or person," the degree of upset
the subject would feel at the loss of these objects, and the use of

these objects in times of distress.

The questions about the use of

the objects during times of distress were included to explore the

degree to which adolescents used transitional objects to serve

soothing functions, as infants do.

While it was anticipated that

this would be part of the function of transitional objects for

people at this stage, it was also expected that transitional objects

would serve additional, developmentally- appropriate functions.
The next section of the interview focused on women's

descriptions of themselves and their sense of development in recent
years.

Again, questions were open-ended, and were designed to

and
provide a framework that allowed the subjects to talk freely
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openly, without imposing preconceived categories or limitations on

their responses.

In this part of the interview, subjects were

asked to describe themselves, what they liked about themselves,

what they wanted to change, and how they felt they had changed
since they left home.

They were encouraged to talk about the

process of change as well as the content.

That is, in addition to

subjects' describing particular characteristics of themselves that

they believe have changed, they were also urged to reflect on how
these changes had occurred, what had initiated and facilitated such
changes, what obstacles to change they had faced, what impact the

changes had had on their lives, futures, and relationships, and

ways in which they believe they will continue to change.
The interview concluded with the subject's being asked if she

could identify any other important areas concerning women's

development through late adolescence that had not been included in
the interview.

Subjects were asked to draw from both their own

experiences and their observations of others in their lives.

They

were then thanked for their honest participation.
The outline for the Late Adolescent Development Interview is

presented as Appendix

A.

Because this study was exploratory in

nature, however, the interview outline served only as a general

guideline.

The actual interviews also included additional questions,

reflections, and interpretations, relevant to the specific

information given by a subject.

The investigator pursued material

arising in the interview that was clinically determined to be
important in illustrating developmental processes in late
adolescence.

new
As information gained from each subject offered
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insights to the interviewer, the types of questions in subsequent

interviews were modified in accordance.

relational processes were explored.

Both factual material and

That is, spontaneously- arising

factual information that was not included in the focused interview

but that appeared relevant was pursued.

And, notable patterns in

the investigator- subj ect relationship, which seemed illustrative of

the subject's object-relational style, were explored during the

interview.

Demographic Data Measure

A two-part Demographic Data measure was included in the study
(see Appendix B)

.

The first part inquired about basic demographic

information including the subjects' age, race, religion, year in
school, college major and career goal.

Questions about the subjects'

living situation and roommates were then asked.

Data on the

subjects' family of origin, including the subjects' home town (to

assess distance from home), parents' ages and occupations, and

sibling structure, were also requested.
The second part of this measure, entitled "Therapy and

Psychiatric History," was included to obtain information about the
subjects' therapy experiences and the presence and type of

psychopathology in the subjects and their families.

Therapy history

was deemed relevant because subjects who are or have been in

psychotherapy may show a level of self-awareness or openness in
their interviews that should be distinguished in data analyses from

maturity levels.

In addition, because the present study was designed

to investigate normal adolescent development,

information regarding
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the presence of severe psychopathology was requested.

Subjects

with such psychopathology would have been excluded from the study.
Procedure

Subjects were solicited through the use of sign-up sheets

located on the experiment advertisement bulletin board on the
fourth floor of the Psychology Department at the University of

Massachusetts at Amherst.

The study was advertised as a study of

women's development in college and their experience of their college
years.

Subjects were asked to participate in a 2- to

for which they received

3

experimental credits.

3

-hour study,

All of the interviews

and testings were conducted in a small office by the author.

When they presented for the study, subjects were greeted by
the experimenter and asked to sign the Informed Consent form (see

Appendix C)

.

Subjects then participated in the Adolescent

Development Interview, which was audio taped.

Following the

interview, the subjects were asked to complete the Demographic Data

measure.

They were then thanked for their participation and given

a Debriefing Form (see Appendix D)

.

Immediately after the subject

left, the experimenter logged her thoughts and clinical impressions

of the subject,

including her sense of the subject's interpersonal

style, maturity level, degree of separation and differentiation

from her external and internalized parents, and use of transitional
objects.

Countertransference material, including any strong emotions

or reactions that the interviewer experienced, were also logged.
all the
A.fter the study was completed, verbatim transcripts of

audiotaped interviews were made.
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Data Analyses
The study proposed here was designed to provide a detailed

description of the process of women'

s

development in late

adolescence, especially as it relates to the processes of

differentiation, internalization, and the use of transitional
objects or relationships during that time.

In order to understand

those processes, multiple kinds of data, both subjective and objective,

were explored.
The interview data were examined from a clinical, intuitive

perspective to provide a description of the developmental process.

Information from the interviewer's logs was also included in this
clinical analysis.

In particular, attention was paid to the

intensity and quality of subjects' affects when they described
important people, objects, and experiences.

This information

helped to identify the degree of idealization and devaluation of the
subject's internal and external object relationships.

In addition,

the clinical analysis of the material from the interviews and

interviewer's logs included careful consideration of such information
as quality and form of the subject's speech (i.e., how forthcoming

was she?

How free and spontaneous were her responses?

structure or prompting did she need?

How much

How full and rich were her

descriptions?) and quality of interaction (i.e., how did she relate
to the interviewer?

Was she open or closed?

What was her level of

trust, and was it appropriate or inappropriate to the situation?

Did she relate to the interviewer as an authority figure, a peer, a
friend, a foe?

Did she present herself and her ideas with confidence

or with hesitation?).

This clinical, intuitive type of data can
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provide important information about the subject's unconscious

experiences and object relationships, and it is a tool that is
strongly relied upon both in psychotherapy (Kohon, 1986) and in

qualitative and field research (Hunt, 1989; Kirk & Miller, 1986),
Of equal importance with this subjective source of data was
the objective information collected in the study.

The process of

analysis of the interview data followed the suggestions of Mahrer
(1988)

,

who advocated the use of "discovery-oriented" as opposed to

hypothesis -testing research when attempting to study complex
processes.

Mahrer stresses the importance of approaching the data

to "discover the discoverable"

(1988, p.

694), which requires the

investigator to avoid holding so tightly to preconceived notions
that unexpected, surprising, new discoveries are overlooked.

Following his and others'

(Glaser, 1978; Rennie et al., 1988)

suggestions, a subset of the transcripts of the interviews (n - 10)
was randomly selected for initial analysis.

analyzed at multiple levels.

These transcripts were

Each was carefully read, and notes

were made describing content- and process -oriented information
The

about the subject's responses to all the interview questions.
format for the initial data analyses is presented as Appendix

E.

Efforts were made during these early analyses to be open to new or

unexpected information.

From each transcript, themes and experiences

were
that appeared important to development during late adolescence

highlighted.

Changes that the women reported in themselves during

their development were noted.

Relationships that appeared to serve

was the process by
as transitional objects were identified, as

which individuals appeared to use these objects.

After examining

.
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the data on important developmental processes and themes from each

subject individually, similarities and differences across subjects
were explored.

Recurrent themes were identified that were found to

exist across subjects.

Differences in the types of responses

between subjects who appeared to be in different phases of development
were noted.
By looking both within subjects and across subjects, various

kinds of information could be obtained.

Analyses within each

individual provided rich descriptions of the various phases of
development, as each subject was seen as representing a kind of
"snapshot" of her phase.

Her way of relating, her current

relationships, her cognitive style, her sources of self-esteem, her
degree of separation, and her use of transitional objects all added
to the development of a "picture" of individuals in that particular

phase.

Because subjects from all phases of development during late

adolescence were represented, it was possible to obtain current

pictures of each phase, without having to rely solely on

retrospective reports of subjects who had already passed through a

particular phase.

While the insights that can come with maturity

are very informative, the unprocessed feelings and descriptions

that come from immediate experience are equally so.
In addition, each subject described her recent history, the

changes she perceived in herself and her life, and her own

understanding of her process of development (i.e., how and why she

believed she changed)

.

This contributed significant information

about the nature and process of growth during this developmental
stage

Women in the latter phases of late adolescence (i.e., young

.

71

adult women) were especially helpful in presenting a sense of the

process throughout the whole stage.

The subjects in the earlier

stages, by definition, contributed more to an understanding of the

earlier parts of the process (e.g., the effects of first leaving
home)

Comparisons across subjects were equally important in the data
analyses.

Comparing the characteristics of the "snapshots" of one

subject with another contributed to a greater understanding of each

phase and the differences between phases.

Commonalities among

subjects (or among "snapshots") added support to the descriptions
of each phase.

Differences among other subjects helped both to

define and to clarify the different phases.
In addition, comparisons across subjects' presentations of their

processes of development were made.

Similarities in developmental

process (regardless of the actual content) were noted, and were

used to formulate a framework for understanding development.
is,

That

themes emerged that appeared to characterize certain processes

for many subjects, even though the actual details of the experiences

discussed were of course different for different people.

For

example, as will be seen below, an understanding of the use of

transitional objects was developed by hearing one subject after

another describe experiences or relationships that followed similar
courses, felt the same to the subjects in certain respects, and

were used in similar ways, even though the actual objects or people

involved were different.

Based on the analyses of the initial ten subjects, new
obtained
information about the processes under investigation was

.
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On the basis of this information, a set of provisional hypotheses

about the ways in which late adolescent girls separate, internalize
relationships, and create transitional objects was formulated.

The

information on which these hypotheses were based was then used to

modify and clarify the format for analysis of the next subset
(n - 7) of transcripts

(Appendix

E,

Section 2).

This second set of

analyses was in part a "test" of the provisional hypotheses.
is,

That

one focus of the analysis of the second subset of data was to see

whether the formulations created from the first data subset were
relevant to and fit these new data.

The parts of the original

hypotheses that were found to hold for the second data set were
kept.

Those that did not appear to fit the data were explored,

modified, and reworked, based on the new information from the

second data set.

In addition, the second set of transcripts was

analyzed in the process described above, to add to the descriptions
already begun.

After this second set of data was analyzed, a

revised set of hypotheses was formulated, and the data analysis
format was modified (Appendix
(n - 7) was then analyzed.

E,

Section 3),

The final data set

The final result was a careful description

of the processes of late adolescent development in women, that was

created directly from the experiences of women during that life
stage
In sum, the analysis of the data in this study involved a

process of scanning the data, being open to leads and surprises,
instances,
trying out themes and patterns, attending to repeated
the subjects,
interacting with the literature and with the words of
to discover the
organizing and reorganizing the data, in an effort
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discoverable (Mahrer, 1988,

p,

699).

The term "interactive" is a

good descriptor of this process, as each step in the analysis, each

new discovery or way of understanding one aspect of development,
served to clarify, inform, and transform both prior and subsequent

understandings and analyses.
In addition to the analyses of the verbatim transcripts of the
Late Adolescent Development Interviews, information from the

Demographic Data measure was examined to determine relationships

between specific late adolescent developmental processes and
different demographic characteristics.

CHAPTER

3

RESULTS

The results of this study are presented in five sections.

These

sections follow the sequential steps taken in the analyses of the
data.

The first section presents demographic information on the

participants.

In the second section, Themes of Change, the

characteristics that consistently emerged across inteirviewees as
important areas of change during late adolescence are presented.
Sub themes within each category, if relevant, are detailed.

The data

to support these themes as relevant characteristics of change in late

adolescence come directly from the interviews; the interviewees' own
words will be used as much as possible to illustrate each theme.

All

interviewees' names have been changed to protect their anonymity.

Interviewer's questions are designated in the excerpts by the
investigator's initials (R.S.).
The third section presents two psychological processes,

splitting and differentiation, that emerged from the data as the

major elements of development during late adolescence.

In this

section, these constructs will be operationally defined and

illustrated.
The fourth section describes the three-phase process of

development that was found to occur during late adolescence.

This

process of development is illustrated by the changes over time in the
four identified change themes.

In addition, the interactions between

changes in these themes, and changes in the two key psychological
processes, are presented.

Related transformations in adolescents'
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relationships with their parents in each phase are also presented.
Changes in internalized as well as external object relationships are

emphasized here.

To illustrate the three-phase process of

development, the fifth section offers two detailed case

presentations
It is important to note here that the structure imposed by

categorizing particular themes of change and elements of
developmental process, and by organizing the data into a three-phase
model, necessarily excludes some of the important information

obtained from the interviews.

The life story told by each individual

contained rich clinical information about the particular issues she

had faced in her development.

However, for the purposes of this

study, only that material that emerged as consistently relevant

across participants is presented.
In addition, the separation of development through late

adolescence into three identifiable phases was done to highlight the
process and provide an organizational time line.

It must be stressed

that the actual process, as it was discovered, is nonlinear,

nondiscrete, and recursive.

A given individual does not necessarily

pass sequentially from one phase to another.

Rather, within any

given individual, each of the themes was found to follow a similar

process of change, and to pass through similar phases, but not

necessarily at the same rate.

Developmental movement in one area can

be both cause and effect of development in another area.

For

some impetus
example, changes in one's sense of independence provides

affects one
for changes in self-esteem, which then feeds back and

sense of independence, and so on.

To the extent possible.

s
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interactions and circularities in the developmental process will be
discussed.

However, for the sake of clarity, distinctions between

and among themes and processes are drawn, in spite of their close

interrelationships and mutual causality.
Participant Demographics
Twenty- four undergraduate women participated in the study.
ages of the interviewees ranged from 18 to 24 years.

The

The subjects

were almost evenly divided among the four undergraduate classes.

The

population was predominantly white Catholic, although other races and
religions were also represented.

Fifteen of the participants

currently lived in dormitories on the University campus, while nine
lived in off-campus houses and apartments.

Seventeen of the

participants (71%) considered themselves to be psychology majors.
This figure is somewhat misleading, as it includes freshmen with

undeclared majors who were considering a future major in psychology.
Demographics of the participants in this study are presented in Table
Major Themes of Change in Late Adolescence
In this section, four identifiable themes are presented, that

emerged from the data as important areas of change during late
adolescence:

Independence and Connection, Time Orientation, Response

to Diversity,

and Self-Esteem.

These themes were considered

especially salient for many reasons.

First,

they were raised,

explicitly or implicitly, by all of the interviewees, without

prompting from the investigator, as salient aspects of their lives.
Second, there was notable variation in each theme both across

participants and within participants over time.

That is, while each

in which
theme was raised by all adolescents interviewed, the manner

1.

Table

1.

Demographic Characteristics of Participants.

Demographic Characteristic

4

Age in Years
18
19
20
21
22
23

2

24

1

Year in School
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Living Arrangements
Dormitory
Off-Campus

8.3
37.5
12.5
16.7
12.5
8.3
4.2

9
3

4
3

2

20.8
29.2
25.0
25.0

5
7

6
6

15
9

62.5
37.5

Maj or

Psychology
Arts
Sciences
Business
Undeclared
Race
Caucasian
Black
Asian
Hispanic

Religion
Catholic
Jewish
Protestant
Other
Agnostic/Athiest

17
3

2

1
1

21
1
1
1

12
4
2
3
3

70.8
12.5
8.3
4.2
4.2

87.5
4.2
4.2
4.2

50.0
16.7
8.3
12.5
12.5
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it was described varied with different interviewees (who were

presumed to be in different phases of development).

In addition,

these themes were highlighted by the interviewees themselves as major

areas of change throughout their late adolescence.
In this section, the four themes will be presented and

described.

The focus of this section is to present the definitions

of and variations in each theme, illustrated by excerpts from the

interviews.

A brief description of each theme and the primary ways

in which it was manifested in the data is presented in Table

2.

Discussion highlighting the processes by which the themes change will
be presented in a later section.

Independence and Connection
Each interviewee emphasized her sense of independence from, and

connection to, her parents as salient aspects of her life.

There was

considerable variation in both the extent to which participants

emphasized independence as important to them, and the ways in which
they defined the concept of independence.

Extent of Independence and Connection
The extent to which participants emphasized their sense of

themselves as independent varied considerably.

There was significant

variation among interviewees in the actual proportion of the
One

interview that the participant spent talking about independence.
set of interviewees tended to respond to most questions with some

reference to their sense of independence from their parents, while
others spent proportionally less time on this topic.
in how
In addition, there were variations among participants
to be.
independent and/or connected they considered themselves

Some

.
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Table 2
Four Themes of Change in Late Adolescence and
Their
Manifestations
.

Theme

Independence and
Connection

Typical Manifestations

Independence of Action
Independence based on geographical
distance
Denial of dependence on others
Independence as breaking or following
rules
Independence as not being monitored by
parents
Independence in self-care
Independence of Thought
Independence in having one's own ideas
Independence of self-evaluation
Independence of thought as allowing the
potential for interdependence with
others
:

:

Time Orientation

Present -Oriented
Immediate gratification
Little consideration of long-term
consequences
Boyfriends as "dates"
Focus on academic grades rather than
career
Static view of relationships
Future -Oriented
Concern for future, long-term goals and
consequences
Boyfriends as potential life partners
College as a means to an end
Relationships as changing and evolving
Broad-Based Time Perspective
Concern with past, present, and future,
and their interrelationships
Interest in family background and
traditions
Relationships have a history and a future
:

:

:

Response to Diversity

Diversity As Options
Exploration period, sense of discovery
Options for academic majors and careers
Options for different identities, roles,
and values
Diversity as Basis for Comparison
Comparison of the familiar to the new
Comparison of oneself to others
Comparison of others to oneself
:

:

Continued next page
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Table

2

,

continued

Acceptance of Diversity
Different is bad; similar is good
Unfamiliar is bad; familiar is good
Discovery of similarities among
differences
Acceptance of others in spite of
differences
Acceptance of others regardless of
differences
Acceptance of diversity
.

Self-Esteem

Derived from academic success
Derived from personal qualities
Parent-child relationship as locus of
self-esteem
Adolescent-other relationship as locus of
self-esteem
Self as locus of self-esteem: "Meoriented"
Self as locus of self-esteem:
Relationship oriented

.

.
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adolescents asserted that they were completely independent from their
parents, and had no need for them.

As Anna (20 yrs., junior)

stated:

don't have to check in with anybody.
I like it a
I like the freedom, the independence.
I'm totally
independent

I

lot;

In contrast, some expressed a feeling of complete dependence and

reliance on their parents;
I don't know what I would do without my family.
would be lost (Amy, 19 yrs., sophomore).

I

A more moderate view, where feelings of independence and
feelings of connection both were important, was offered by other
individuals, and was illustrated by Marsha's (20 yrs., junior)
comment;
I've gotten a sense of independence...! didn't have
[before college].
I don't feel as dependent on my
parents as I did, financially and emotionally, I
think.
But my family is still really important; I
think the relationship with my parents is really
important

While Marsha saw her connection with her parents as a positive

counterpart to her feelings of independence. Fay (19 yrs., sophomore)
did not.

Regarding the necessity of being financially supported by

her parents, she claimed:
I
feel too dependent on people when I'm in school.
hate
I
working.
just have a need to get out and start
feeling dependent on people, or feeling trapped.
I

Definitions of Independence
The ways in which adolescents defined their understanding of

"independence" were quite variable.

Geographical Distance

.

Several themes emerged here.

A subset of the participants

discussed their feelings of independence in terms of their

.
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geographical distance from their parents.

They focused on their

parents' not being physically present to see and monitor what they
do.

Their parents' physical absence made several of these

individuals feel "independent":
It's not like when you have your parents standing over
you all the time, you know, "do this, don't do that!'
(Lori,

18 yrs.,

freshman).

Similarly, Pat (22 yrs., senior) defined independence in terms
of geography and amount of actual contact when she said:
I've definitely grown up, in the fact that I'm much
more independent.
I mean, I don't call my parents on
the phone half as much.

Daily Responsibilities

.

Feeling independent for many late

adolescents was defined by taking on the chores and responsibilities
that had previously been performed by their parents, usually the

mother.

Fay (19 yrs., sophomore) illustrated this nicely when she

described how she had come to feel independent in college:
'Cause at
I think I've gotten more responsible.
She
home... my mother always did everything for me.
I never did
cleaned everything, did my laundry.
Then when I got here, I did my laundry; I
anything.
So I think I've
cleaned. You do stuff like that.
gotten more independent.

Rules

.

A focus on rules was consistently heard in

participants' statements of independence.

Some interviewees stressed

how they felt independent because they continued to follow their
parents' rules, even though they were out from under their parents'

watchful eyes
don't get drunk every night or party every night.
My parents should see I can be independent and responsible
(Caren, 19 yrs., freshman).
I
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Other individuals defined their independence by creating and

abiding by their own rules.

Marsha (20 yrs

.

,

junior) illustrated

this;

guess I'm a lot more independent.
I do for me what
feel is appropriate.
I kind of try to do things
more on my own now.
I

I

Time Orientation

Individuals' orientation to time, or the time perspective they

used in talking about their lives, was a major theme of change in the
late adolescents studied.

present-oriented.

One group of adolescents was clearly

They focused on current relationships and

immediate gratification.

What was most important to them was "living

day to day" (Caren, 19 yrs., freshman), or

...having a good time right now... Well, getting good
grades too, but you have to work hard and play hard,
and the harder you work the harder you have to play
(Wendy, 19 yrs., sophomore).

Another group was more future -oriented, as they tended to
consider their own long-term goals and plans, and the future
consequences of today's actions.

They focused on doing well in

school, getting into graduate school, or getting a good job as most

important to them.

A third group had a broader time span, where

past, present, and future were all seen as important in understanding

experiences.

These women tended to discuss how their

backgrounds influenced their choices of future goals.
to
Three content areas where these differences in orientation

majors, and
time emerged most clearly were boyfriends, academic

"static versus evolving" world view.

.

,

.

,
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Boyfriends
Those participants with a present- time orientation tended to
talk about their boyfriends in current, descriptive terms;
He was a fun person to hang around with, and all that.
He was cute.
So I went out with him (Fay, 19 yrs.
sophomore)

This present-time orientation contrasted with Marsha's (20 yrs.,
junior) focus on the future:

have a boyfriend, and we've been thinking a lot
about the future. We talk about where we're going to
go to [graduate] school in relation to each other in
the future, and all that.
I

Academics

Variations in time orientation were also significant in
different interviewees' presentations of their views of school,
majors, and careers.

Some individuals focused primarily the

immediate consequences of working hard in school, particularly

getting good grades.

Others, however, tended to emphasize the long-

term implications of academic success, such as succeeding in a chosen
major, getting into graduate school, and having a fulfilling career.

Fay (19 yrs., sophomore) described how:

College is when people get a sense of what they want
You start looking
to do with the rest of their life.
toward your future, as far as schoolwork.
.

.

Static versus Evolving World View

Another significant way that time orientation was represented in
the data was in the extent to which participants perceived their

world as static, existing only in the here-and-now, or evolving
(i.e.

having a past and a future, and changing over time)

.

This

respond
theme was particularly evident in interviewees' abilities to

.

,

.
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to questions about whether their relationships with their parents had

changed since they left home, and whether they expected these
relationships to change in the future.

Many of the adolescents'

responses illustrated notably static views.

Amy's (19 yrs

.

sophomore) response was representative of this view:
R.S.: Have there been changes in your relationship with your
mother since you left home?
Amy:

haven't changed at all. There's nothing different.
think it's still the same; it's exactly the same.
think that it's just the same as if I was still at home.
don't think it's even changed.

No,
No.
I
I

I

I

R.S.: What do you expect your relationship will be like with her,
say, 5 years from now?
Amy:

I

don't expect anything to change.
The same exact way.

I

think it'll always be

the same.

This sense of relationships as static, as "frozen" in time,

contrasted with other interviewees' perspectives of relationships
changing and evolving over time.

Helen (22 yrs., junior) described

how her relationship with her mother had
...gotten a lot better since I left. There 've been
definite changes. And I'm sure there will be some
changes in the future. Like, once I get married and
start having kids. I'll probably be able to talk to
her about those things

Response to Diversity

A theme that was consistently mentioned by the participants as
important to their lives and development was the exposure to, and
awareness of, diverse people and experiences in college.
just realized that there's a lot of different kinds
people in the world. Which I kind of knew before, but
this was really bringing it home (Diane, 21 yrs.,
senior)
I

,
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While exposure to diversity was highlighted by all of the
interviewees, there was significant variability in the ways in which
the women were affected by it.

Three dimensions that were found to

characterize women's responses to diversity in college are presented
below.

Diversity as Options
Many of the participants focused on the diversity of people and
academic experiences found in college as offering the opportunity to
explore new options for one's life.

It was common to hear

individuals state that they had not had previous awareness of the
options available to them, and that they responded to the diversity
of college by entering into a period of free exploration.

Two

typical responses were:
I was an
must have tried 10 different majors.
senior).
experimenter in everything! (Sandy, 22 yrs

I

.

I tried a little bit of everything freshman year, a
real broad array. There were so many things to choose
from! (Diane, 21 yrs., senior).

In addition to exploring options in majors or career choices,

many interviewees focused on how this new exposure to diversity in
people led them to explore different identities, or ways of being.

Different people gave me different things and let me
be different people (Sandy, 22 yrs., senior).

Diversity as a Basis for Comparison
Frequently mentioned was how the exposure to diverse people gave
and
the adolescents a basis for comparing their past experiences

relationships with their new ones.

Some illustrations of this were.

didn' t realize how important my parents were until
went away (Jean, 24 yrs., senior).
j

I

,

.

.

.
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hear other people talking about their families when
I'm here, and I can just see the difference.
It seems
like my family is really close compared to other
people's families. Like, my roommate doesn't talk
to her mother that much.
Me, I talk to my mother every
other day (Amy, 19 yrs., sophomore).
I

You come up here, and you have all this freedom, and
you see all these different kinds of people. And all
of the sudden, I realized I liked it. And that's what
made me realize how different it was at home (Anna,
20 yrs

.

,

junior)

An interesting related finding was that a majority of the women
interviewed reported that their experiences at college represented
the first set of new experiences that they had ever faced.

They

emphasized that they had never been exposed to such diversity, and
that their families, hometowns, friends from high school, and so on

had been narrow-minded or, at best, had been limited in scope.

This

kind of presentation occurred regardless of whether interviewees had
changed residences during their childhoods, and regardless of the
size of their home towns.

That is, women who had grown up in suburbs

of Boston were as likely to consider their towns as limited in scope
as were women who had grown up in more rural towns.

Diane (21 yrs.,

senior) stated;

was kind of sheltered, knew a lot of the same class,
that kind of thing. Now I know people from different
backgrounds
I

Other participants made similar statements;
In my town, there's
U.Mass is big and it's diverse.
of people (Nancy,
types
different
to
any
exposure
no
junior)
23 yrs
.

Where I went to high school, it was very sheltered.
If you stay home, if
Everybody was very much alike.
be aware of
wouldn't
you
college,
you never went to
sophomore).
yrs.,
(Fay,
people
19
different kinds of
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Acceptance of Diversity
The degree to which individuals responded to new and different

types of people with acceptance and interest, or with dislike and
denial, varied among the participants in the study.

At one extreme

was Fay (19 yrs., sophomore), who described:
got here and nobody was like my friends from high
school.
Nobody was like anyone I'd ever known, or had
been friends with. So it was hard. You're in shock,
people are just so different. And I really didn't
like it.
Here I was just with a bunch of strangers.
And I was really lonely.
I

In contrast, a more accepting view was illustrated by Amy
(19 yrs.,

sophomore):

Here you have all these different people together.
You learn to live with other people, to get to know
other people and how they live; it broadens you so
much.

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem emerged as a salient construct for late adolescent
women.

Two dimensions of self-esteem, content and locus, were

highlighted.

Content refers to the types of experiences or behaviors

that participants reported made them feel good or bad about

themselves.

Locus of self-esteem refers to the person or persons in

relation to whom the participants felt good or bad about themselves.
Content
While all of the interviewees talked about the degree to which
they liked themselves or felt pride in themselves, the kinds of

experiences or behaviors that related to these feelings varied
widely.

Most commonly heard was academic success, or getting good

grades.

Kate (18 yrs., freshman) described:

'
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Getting good grades up here makes me feel proud because
it's such a big school.
Another major content area that emerged as a basis for self-

esteem was being able to handle responsibilities and get along in a

new environment.

This was similar to the theme of Independence

described above; here, the focus was on how the interviewees felt
good or bad about themselves in relation to their feelings of
independence.

For example:

If something came up and laundry needed to be done, I
couldn't say 'Mom, do my laundry.'
I had to do it.
I
learned a lot about taking care of myself, taking care
of things
That made me feel really good about myself
(Vicky, 19 yrs., sophomore).
.

Feeling good about who one is as a person was another important
basis for self-esteem.

Gwen (19 yrs., sophomore) illustrated this:

I'm starting to say [to
I like being me.
'you're worthwhile!
myself]
.

.

.

That is, some participants discussed self-esteem in the context of
their general personality characteristics, and did not necessarily
focus on any particular behavior or experience.

Locus of Self-Esteem
This dimension was one that addressed frame of reference, and it

looked at the person or people in relation to whom the interviewee
felt good about herself.

It related to the question of who had to be

pleased or disappointed in order for the individual to feel good or
bad about herself.

Three primary sources of self-esteem emerged from

the data.

Parents

.

A subset of the participants described a parent-

based sense of self-esteem.

That is, the adolescent's own self-

esteem was experienced in relation to her parents.

The most

90

straightforward type of response was illustrated by Fay's (19 yrs.,
sophomore) comment:
get satisfaction out of doing well [academically],
and one of the main reasons is that I want to make my
parents happy.
I feel like I want to be able to show
them that I can do stuff that will make them proud of
me.
That's why I like doing well. When I get my
grades, they'll see that I'm doing something.
I

For adolescents like Fay, feeling good about oneself was clearly

related to making one's parents proud.

Another group of participants was less explicitly focused on
actually pleasing their parents as their primary source of selfesteem.

However, frequently heard statements such as Anna's (20

yrs., junior) suggested that these interviewees' senses of self-

esteem were still experienced in reference to their parents:
feel really good about myself when I do good in
school, maybe just to show them [her parents] that
can do good.

I

I

A contrasting variation on this theme was shown by Ellen's 19 yrs.,
sophomore) statement:

just run my life in the ways they [her parents]
Everything I do is totally
don't appreciate at all.
opposite from them. And I really feel good about
myself, about what I do.
I

For the group of interviewees that Ellen represents, going

against parents' wishes or disappointing one's parents provided a
Like the group above, however, the frame of

source of self-esteem.

reference for regarding one's own worth was still the parents.

Significant Other

.

Another group of individuals defined

person or
their sense of self-esteem in relation to some other

experience in their lives.

It might have been a peer, a teacher, or

self-esteem was
some other person, but, as above, the source of

.
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outside the self.

An illustration of this was;

needed to hear him [her boyfriend] tell me he loved
I needed to hear him tell me all these [good]
things about myself, in order for them to be true

I

me.

(Jill, 19 yrs., freshman).

Similarly, about her dormitory friends, Rachel (19 yrs., freshman)

described:

You find a group, and you hang around together and do
things together.
It provides you with a lot of security.
You're friendly, you belong, you feel good about
yourself. Without that, you're lost.
Self

.

Many of the women interviewed emphasized pleasing

themselves as their primary source of self-esteem.
of responses in this category.

There was a range

One set of interviewees presented a

very "me-oriented" locus of self-esteem.

They reported very positive

feelings about themselves and their capabilities.

"Standing on my

own two feet" and doing things for themselves and for their futures
Sandy (22 yrs., senior)

were primary sources of self-esteem.

illustrated the self as the locus of self-esteem:
I
I feel good about myself now.
I'm very confident.
never feel inadequate no matter how I look, no matter
where I am.... That's a big change. To want to go and
do things alone... I just want to show my stuff, and
prove it.

Another subset of women focused on feeling good about themselves
regardless of what anyone else thought of them.

They emphasized

their individuality, as in Gwen's (19 yrs., sophomore) remark:
.The rest of the world
I'm happy with who I am.
[hasn't] liked me, but it didn't stop me from liking
I like doing stuff that isn't socially
myself.
acceptable
.

.

Another group of interviewees also was found to have their
was more
selves as the primary locus of self-esteem, but their focus
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relational than that of the interviewees described above.

They

tended to take other people's feelings and reactions into
account in
their assessment of how they felt about themselves.

Unlike the

subjects described in (a) and (b) above, however, these other
people

were not the locus or the frame of reference for these subjects' selfesteems.

That is, their self-esteem was not defined solely in

relation to pleasing or displeasing others.

Rather, these women

appeared to value their own relational capacities, and experienced
them as a source of pride and self-esteem.

It was the difference,

for example, between an individual's self-esteem being defined as

having her parents be proud, and an individual's taking pride in
having her own accomplishments, about which she felt good, also
making her parents feel good.

Tracy (21 yrs

.

,

senior) illustrated

this point;
Tracy; He [her father] is proud of me, and he respects me, too.
R.S.

;

Is that important to you?

Tracy; More respecting me than proud of me.
I mean, I know when
I've done a good job, and I feel proud of myself ... .But
that he respects what I've done and he feels good about
it, is important to me.
It makes me feel good; I'm glad I
made him feel good.

Psychological Processes of Change in Late Adolescence
This section presents two psychological constructs, splitting

and differentiation, that emerged from the data as the salient

elements of process and change in late adolescence.

In one respect,

these constructs were similar to the themes described above, in that

they were areas that underwent change and transformation during the

developmental period studied.

In that sense, they could be construed

as characteristics of individuals, perhaps best described as modes of

.
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organizing experience.

However, these constructs differed from those

presented above in that they could also be understood as
psychological processes or the vehicles by which development took
place

An important clarification here is that when referring to an
individual's use of splitting or level of differentiation in the

context of her relationship with another person, it is more

accurately the internal object representation of the person, rather
than the actual person as existing in the external world, that the

adolescent "splits" or from which she differentiates.

That is, it is

the adolescents' experiences of these objects, not the people

themselves, that are involved in splitting and differentiation.

However, these processes are represented in observable ways in the

adolescent's relationships with the external objects, and these will
be the focus of this section.

The purpose of this section is to describe and illustrate the
two psychological constructs as modes of organizing experience.

The

ways in which individuals differed in their presentations of these
two characteristics will be clarified by excerpts from the data.

Splitting

Splitting refers to the degree to which individuals keep

segregated good and bad representations of the same object.

As

described more fully in the Introduction to this paper, people's
experiences of objects or relationships tend to be organized around
good and bad images

,

and individuals differ in their psychological

need to keep these two kinds of images separate.

To the extent that

her experiences
splitting characterizes a person's mode of organizing

,
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of ^ par t icular rslationship

,

she will tend, to be consciously aware

of one set of images (good or bad)

,

while keeping the other set from

conscious awareness by the use of some defense mechanism (e.g.
repression, projection, or denial).

Because the good and bad

feelings regarding an object are separated and thus cannot modulate

each other, each set of images tends to be intense and exaggerated.

That is, the good aspects of the object tend to be experienced as
idealized, all-good images, while the bad aspects are construed as

devalued, all-bad images.

Threatened awareness of the split-off

aspects of the object often engender anxiety in the individual, and
lead to an intensification in her attempt to keep the two sides
apart.

However, if the individual is able to tolerate awareness of

the previously hidden aspects of the object, and can achieve some

acceptance of them, then the need for splitting is decreased.

The

outcome of this process is the achievement of integration and healthy
ambivalence: the ability to truly perceive and accept the good and

bad aspects of a given object.
Although splitting is an internal, psychological process, and
therefore cannot be directly "measured," it does have behavioral and

affective manifestations that are observable and can therefore be
assessed.

Two primary observable manifestations of splitting are

presented below.
Awareness and Articulation of Good and Bad
One way in which splitting was manifested was in an individual's

awareness of both the good and bad aspects of a particular object or
relationship, and in her ability to articulate these aspects.

These

participants
manifestations were reflected in the interview data when
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were asked to describe objects and relationships that were important
to them.

Some interviewees tended to spontaneously offer a balanced

view of the object or relationship that highlighted its good and bad
qualities.

Others presented a clearly one-sided view.

This first

spontaneous presentation was useful as a description of the aspects
of the relationship most salient to the interviewee.

Those who

initially gave a balanced description were considered less likely to
be employing splitting in organizing their experiences of the

relationship than were subjects who gave unipolar descriptions.
Interviewees were then directly asked about what they liked and

disliked about the relationship in question, to assess the degree to

which they had awareness of or access to both good and bad images of
the relationship.

Here, too, variability was found.

Some women were

able to use this prompting to identify the dimension (good or bad)
that had been omitted from their initial description.

subset of participants

,

Among this

variations were seen in the degree to which

the adolescents could articulate the good and bad, their likes and

dislikes.

The ability to provide a full, rich, complex, and complete

description of both sides of the relationships was considered to be
inversely proportional to the use of splitting.

In other words, an

adolescent who spoke for ten minutes highlighting all the wonderful
qualities of her mother, and who, with much prompting, was finally
able to acknowledge that her mother was at times overprotective

(perceived as a mildly negative trait)

,

was assessed as using a

her
higher degree of splitting than was an adolescent who spoke about
ones
mother's positive qualities for five minutes and her negative

for five minutes.

.
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Another group of interviewees, in spite of being directly

prompted for both good and bad aspects, was only able to present one
pole.

They asserted either that there was nothing about the

relationship they disliked or nothing they liked.

This presentation

was seen as representing a higher degree of splitting than that of

interviewees who were able to identify both affective poles, even if
they needed some prompting.

These participants could be

distinguished from those who simply were in good and satisfying
relationships which they described in positive terms.

What

characterized interviewees in this group was not only their emphatic
assertion that there was nothing about the relationship that they did
not like, but also the investigator's sense that they were unable to

even consider the possibility that a less- than-perfect aspect of this

relationship might exist.

The investigator's clinical logs were

helpful in providing this kind of information, as there was a strong
affective component to this experience.

Interviewees in this group

were ones who responded to prompts about "negative" aspects of the
relationship in question with a "what on earth are you talking
about?," puzzled kind of attitude.

Intensity of Affect
The intensity of an individual's affective responses in relation
to a particular object or relationship was construed as an observable

representation of splitting.

As noted above, when one's experience

of an object is split, each aspect of the object tends to be

intensified and exaggerated, in both the positive and negative

direction (although only one is generally consciously perceived)
and
Splitting could thus be assessed by the level of intensity
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exaggeration of affect presented by the interviewee in her
descriptions of important relationships.

Of course, some people are

more intense and emotionally open than others, so what is "intense"
for one person might be quite muted for another.

Therefore,

splitting was assessed here by the intensity and exaggeration of
affect demonstrated by the participant in her description of a

particular relationship, as compared to her overall level of affect
and her affect when describing other relationships.

Intensity of affect was evaluated in several ways.

The content

and quality of interviewees' speech were analyzed for this purpose.

Regarding the content of speech, the most straightforward
representations of intensity were the direct statements by the

participants of strong, intense feelings (either positive or
negative) about the relationship in question.

In addition, the

choice of words, including the use of superlatives, exaggerations,
and so on, conveyed the intensity of affect associated with a

particular relationship.
The quality of the participant's speech also was seen to reflect
level of affective intensity.

Some interviewees tended to become

more verbally animated and excited when talking about a particular
relationship.
(e.g.,

Others tended to use more

global, nonspecific terms

"he's just the best, he's just terrific;

I

can't describe why,

he's just the absolute best") when talking about one relationship, as

compared to all their others.
Intensity of affect was also assessed by the clinical
impressions of the investigator, in ways that were not necessarily
but
reflected in the actual content and quality of the interview,
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which could be seen in the affective presentation of the
interviewee.

Smiles, tears, participants' expressions of excitement

or anger, and interviewer-perceived changes in rapport associated

with changes in interview topic were all evaluated to determine the
participant's affective state at different points in the interview.
To clarify the process of splitting, as represented by both

awareness of good and bad elements and intensity of affect, some
excerpts from the interviews will be presented.

The responses of

these two interviewees to a question about their most important

friends illustrated different levels of splitting:

Rachel

(19 yrs., freshman) smiled, became more animated, leaned
forward in her chair;
I have a best friend, best, best,
very best friend, always inseparable friend. We're always
together..
She's always there for you. She's great.

R.S.:

Can you tell me a little more about her, about what kind
of person she is?

She's fun.
Rachel: She's great.
really great.
R.S.:

She's a lot like me.

What kinds of things do you like about her?

Rachel: She's fun, she's always there when I need her.
She's just, like, my best, best friend.
know.
R.S.:

She's just

I

don't

Are there things you don't like about her, or things you
wish you could change?

Rachel: What do you mean?
R.S.:

just mean, are there things about her that you don't
like, or that bug you sometimes, or anything like that?

I

Rachel: No.

No.

I

couldn't think of anything.

Lauren (20 yrs., sophomore) smiled, continued to talk at same
Let's see, my friend
rate, remained in same position;
She had transferred
me.
to
Judi, she's really important
lived on the same
we
and
here from a different school,
in a lot of ways.
people,
And we're very similar
floor.
trust her and she
can
We have a lot of fun, and I know I

.

.
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trust me
A lot of times in college people spread
themselves too thin with friends, and they'll drop you as
soon as someone better comes along.
I don't see that with
Judi.
It's nice too, because her boyfriend and mine get
along.
She's really a great person.
But, it was weird,
because she's not a very outgoing person, and I sort of
am.
She laughed at me the first time she saw me going down
the halls saying 'hi' to everyone.
But I kind of had a
hard time with her always being so shy. But now, I think
I'm starting to open her up, and she's more outgoing. And
I'm more wary, and careful, about who I talk to, because of
her
.

,

Rachel's initial response was an exaggerated, idealized one,

filled with superlatives.

When asked for more information about her

friend, her response stayed global and positive.

Even with

prompting, she was not aware of anything she disliked about this
friend.

In fact, she appeared to have difficulty understanding the

meaning of the prompting question.

Except for global superlatives,

her articulation about this friend's characteristics was relatively
It was difficult to get a balanced picture of what this friend

bare.

was like objectively.

In addition, Rachel's level of affect was

quite intense, as conveyed by her words, her demeanor, and her

posture
In contrast, Lauren initially presented a richer, more complex

description of her friend.

No prompting was necessary to induce her

to mention both positive and negative characteristics of this

person.

She was more specific when describing her friend's

characteristics, and one could develop a fuller picture of what this

person was like.

In addition, Lauren's affect was positive, but not

overly intense or exaggerated, and her descriptions did not feel
overidealized.

Based on the criteria listed above, Rachel would be

.

.
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assessed as using splitting in her experience of her relationship

with her friend, while Lauren would not.
Differentiation

Differentiation refers to the degree to which one's sense of
oneself is felt to be separated or individuated from one's sense of
others.

It is related to the existence of boundaries between oneself

and others, the ability to distinguish between one's own
characteristics, needs, wants, and beliefs and those of others.

As

described earlier, differentiation refers to the distinction of "me"
from "not me."

An individual in an undifferentiated relationship

tends to have poorly defined boundaries between others'

characteristics and her own (i.e.,

I

am you and you are me).

self -definition occurs only in relation to the other.

Her own

That is, she

may experience herself as like the person, or as opposite from the
person, but it is always with regard to the other that the self is
defined.

There is no sense of a separate "self" to be defined on its

own terms
In contrast, an individual in a differentiated relationship has
a clear sense of identity that stands on its own.

She may see

herself as having qualities that are similar to or different from the
other's, but she exists as an individual in her own right.

The locus

for self -definition and self-evaluation is within the self, not the

other
To the extent that an individual does not have a well

differentiated sense of self, her frame of reference for viewing the

world will be egocentric.

That is, the viewpoints of others are not

the
considered as important, or even seen to exist, because
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individual does not look beyond her own framework in viewing the
world.
As with splitting, differentiation is a psychological process

that is not directly measurable, but which has observable behavioral

manifestations that can be assessed.

The ways in which

differentiation was evaluated in this study are described below.
Awareness and Articulation of Similarities and Differences
One way in which differentiation is manifested is in an

individual's ability to be sufficiently aware of the other's

separateness so as to be able to identify ways in which the other is
similar to or different from one's self.

Because relatively

undifferentiated people do not have separate senses of self, they
tend to solely define themselves in relation to the other person or

persons in the relationship, and they often see themselves as either
totally similar to or totally different from the other (who is not

experienced as a real "other").
or separateness,

Without a sense of differentiation

it is difficult to truly compare oneself with

others, because there is little sense of an "other" against which to

compare the self.

Thus, both an awareness of the existence of others

as a basis for comparison with the self, and the ability to

articulate both similarities and differences between oneself and the
other, were seen as observable representations of differentiation.

There was considerable variability in participants' awareness

and articulation of similarities and differences between themselves
and important objects in their lives.

One group of women, when asked

other,
about how they were like or unlike a particular significant

differences.
were only able to identify either similarities or
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Others gave a more extensive description of ways in which they felt

themselves to be both like and unlike the other.
This initial answer was considered to represent the information
that was psychologically most accessible to the interviewee, and it

was used as a kind of screening tool for level of differentiation.

Participants who could identify only either ways in which they were
similar to or different from the important other were considered to
be less differentiated in the relationship being described than were

participants who identified both similarities and differences.

In

addition, among interviewees who offered information about both

similarities and differences, there was a subset who gave
articulated, complex descriptions of each aspect of comparison, and

another subset who focused on one area and only globally mentioned
the other.

Again, the former subset was thought to be in more

differentiated relationships with the persons being discussed than
was the latter.

Interviewees were then prompted with requests for more

information about the aspect of comparison they had left out or had
given only a brief mention.

This prompt permitted an assessment of

the adolescents' awareness of the missing information.

A group of

interviewees was able to use this prompt to provide this information,

although with some variability in their ability to articulate both
sides of the comparison.

Others, in contrast, continued to assert

the object
that they were either all similar to or all different from

in question.

latter
It was not uncommon to find subjects in this

perplexed by the
group appearing to be either uncomfortable with or
question.

It was as if.

in spite of the prompting questions, they
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could not even consider that they might be different from (or similar
to)

the other person.

Egocentricitv: Awareness and Acceptance of Different Perspectives

Another way in which level of differentiation was represented in
the data was in the extent to which interviewees were aware of

others' having perspectives that were different from their own, and
in their acceptance of others' rights to have these perspectives.

This related to the extent of egocentricity of the adolescents.

Regarding awareness, much variability was found in subjects'
apparent awareness and acknowledgment that other people had world
views, values, opinions, and beliefs of their own, and that these

could exist with no relation to the sub'ject

.

Similarly, there was

variability in participants' awareness of their own world views,
values, opinions, and beliefs that existed with no relation to the
other.

That is, interviewees varied in the extent to which they

perceived their own perspectives to be their own

,

separate from the

perspectives that others might have held.

Acceptance of different perspectives refers not to the question
of whether the adolescent agreed with the perspectives of the other,

but whether she accepted his right to have his own perspectives,
separate from hers.

Acceptance of others' perspectives was

manifested in the data in the interviewees' descriptions of coming to
understand the perspectives of another person, regardless of whether
they agreed with them.

In order to conceive of "understanding

from
someone, one must have a certain degree of differentiation
them.

of that
The desire to understand someone implies an awareness

someone as a separate

o ther to

be understood.

It also implies that

;

the other has a perspective that is not one's ovm and that therefore

may be understood.

In contrast, individuals in poorly differentiated

relationships do not conceive of the notion of "understanding"
another.

They either do not acknowledge the existence of other

perspectives, or they perceive them as affronts to their own world
view, which they take very personally.

To illustrate the process of differentiation, as represented by

awareness and articulation of similarities and differences, and by
awareness and acceptance of others' perspectives, excerpts from the
interviews are presented and compared.

Two interviewees were asked

to describe their important friends, and how they saw themselves to

be similar to and different from these significant people in their
lives

Caren

freshman): My best friend from high school
(19 yrs
We're both on the track team in
is real important.
.

,

high school. We have similar interests and stuff.
We're really just a lot alike.
R.S.:

Can you tell me ways in which you're alike?

Caren: We're just really alike.

I

don't know.

R.S.:

What about ways that the two of you are different?

Caren:

We have different studies that we like.
I don't know.
There's not too many things that are different. We
both talk the same way, act the same way. Kind of
Some
Without her, I'd feel lost.
like a clone.
gone.
be
would
part of me

Gwen

My best friend now; we're really
sophomore):
good for each other. We both have similar senses of
humor. We're both short, and we have similar taste
We both read too much, and nobody liked
in clothes.
When one of us hurts, the other
us in grammar school.
empathizes. We're just really good friends. We're
similar in a lot of ways. Did you ask how we're
(19 yrs.,

different, too?

.
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R.S.:

Yes.

Gwen:

There are some differences.
She gets angry about having
to care for me.
It really upsets her, 'cause she wants
me to be perfect; she likes things to be perfect.
I
don't care about those kinds of things.
So that's
a difference.
It really hurts her if she thinks I'm
not taking care of myself.
But, I can kind of understand
where she's coming from. She was raised really different
than me.
So, we just try to laugh about it.

Caren's initial response was one of global similarities.

When

asked for a fuller description of these similarities, she was unable
to articulate them.

When prompted for differences, she had

difficulty responding, mentioned a superficial difference, then

continued to comment on her similarity to her friend.

Her statements

of being like a "clone” and feeling that without this friend some

part of herself would "be gone" illustrated the lack of boundaries
and differentiation in her experienced relationship with her friend.
In contrast, Gwen responded to the question with a more

articulated description of her similarities to her friend.

Her

description indicated that she was aware of her friend's qualities as
a separate person,

that she could compare her own qualities with

those of her friend, and that she could articulate the ways in which
she and the friend were similar and ways in which they were

different.

Aware that her friend had a different perspective than

she did on issues of self-care, Gwen emphasized her understanding of

her friend's separate perspective, based on her knowledge of her
friend's history.

She accepted her friend's right to have her own

perspective, regardless of whether she agreed with it.

relationship was understood as a differentiated one

Gwen

s
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The Interaction between Splitting and Differentiation

and differentiation can be seen as interacting
processes.

The particular forms in which they interact varied for

different individuals.

Nevertheless, there tended to be

interrelationships between the level of awareness of self and other
and the perception of these elements as good and bad.

For example,

there were individuals whose organization of their experiences

followed the format: "what is like me is good; what is not like me is
bad.

"

The constructs of omnipotence and omniscience were related to
the interactions between splitting and differentiation.

When an

individual was in an undifferentiated relationship, with poor

boundaries between self and other, she did not experience either as

having truly separate thoughts or feelings.

One way this was

perceived was that the other was felt to know all the subject's
thoughts and feelings, and to have control of these; the other was
felt to be omniscient and omnipotent.

may be idealized or devalued.
a benevolent,

These perceptions, in turn,

Thus, the other may be experienced as

idealized, all -knowing, powerful idol, or as a

threatening, devalued, all-seeing, all powerful giant.

The role of

omniscience and omnipotence will be presented more fully below, in
the context of the process of development.

The Three Phases of Development

Analyses of the data suggested that development during late
adolescence follows a process that can best be organized into three
phases.

These phases were found to not be discrete or clearly

be
bounded; hence, the term "phases" rather than "stages" appeared to
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more accurately descriptive, despite the latter term's more common
use in developmental theory.

As noted above,

to be interrelated and nonlinear;

implications.

First,

these phases were found

this finding has several

it appeared that characteristics, or parts,

you will, within individuals

,

if

rather than individuals as whole,

integrated units, changed following a process of development that
will be described here.

Moreover, changes in these characteristics

occurred at different rates, and the rate and form of change in each
affected the process of change in every other characteristic.

Thus,

it was not uncommon to find different parts or aspects of single

individuals that appeared to be in different developmental phases.
That is

,

each interviewee appeared to have parts of her self that

were relatively more "mature" than other parts, at any given time.
For example, an adolescent's sense of independence could be more

developmentally advanced, based on the model presented here, than her
sense of self-esteem.

These characteristics were not independent.

In the above example, the interviewee's developing sense of

independence might serve as a primary vehicle for the further

development of her self-esteem.
In addition, while certain identifiable processes were

understood to characterize development from one phase to another,
each phase also contained its own internal set of processes

.

In

other words, change and growth occurred within each phase, just as
change and growth linked one phase with the next.
The purpose of this section is threefold.

Each phase is

the four
presented first by describing the ways in which each of

manifested
themes of change, defined earlier, were characteristically

.
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during that phase.

Next,

the processes by which these four themes

changed within each the developmental phase is then examined; earlier
and later positions within a given phase are illustrated and
described.

And finally, the process of movement from one phase into

the next is explored.

The phases will be illustrated with direct

excerpts from the interviews.
Because characteristics of individuals developed at somewhat

different rates through the phases

,

quotes from the same interviewee

were used to illustrate different phases.

In addition, because women

at all developmental levels were interviewed, developmental process

was often best illustrated by participants who had passed through one
or more of the phases and who were describing their growth in

retrospect
While the age and year in school of subjects tended to

meaningfully correspond to the developmental phase of most of their
"themes of change," this correspondence was not found for all

participants.

That is, while older, upperclass students tended to be

defined as more developmentally advanced in the current model, there
were 21-year-old seniors who were relatively immature, and 18-yearold freshmen who were found to have attained young adulthood.
Phase One;

Separation and Discovery

The first phase in the three-phase process of development in
late adolescence was characterized by identifiable changes in the

four major themes of change described above.

Adolescents

time

static,
perspective initially became intensely present-oriented and

perspective.
then developed into a more future-oriented, fluid

The

importance during this
sense of oneself as independent increased in

,
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stage, and became defined in terms of rules, caretaking

responsibilities, and geographical distance from parents.

Awareness

of the existence of diversity in the world increased, and reactions
to diversity tended to change from judgmental to more accepting.

Self-esteem during this stage became increasingly related to academic
success, and initially was parent-oriented.

These changes during this first phase were found both to be

caused by and reflected in changes in the psychological processes of
splitting and differentiation.

Both of these processes began to be

challenged and to evolve during this time.

These challenges and

evolutions were particularly seen in the context of the adolescent's

changing relationships with her parents.
Entry into this phase was found to be initiated often by the

anticipation surrounding the move away from home, and by the actual
move out of the family home.

Early in this phase, the adolescents'

orientation to time was located in the present.
focused on today, on the here and now.

It was very much

This was reflected in the

ways individuals in this phase described their choice of boyfriends;

boyfriends were chosen in terms of the characteristics they had that

provided the adolescent with immediate "fun,” popularity, or other
forms of short-term gratification.

The long-term consequences of

relationships were not emphasized, as individuals in this phase were
not focusing their attention on boyfriends as potential life

partners

Another representation of the present- focused time orientation
courses were
in this phase was shown in the way academic majors and

considered during this time.

Individuals in this phase often had not
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chosen a major; instead, they emphasized taking courses
in different
areas and exploring all of the options available.

If a major had

been chosen, it generally had not been given careful consideration.
Commonly found were majors chosen on the basis of their current
gratifications.

For example, women in this phase who had chosen an

academic major had often done so on the basis on what their parents
or other significant adults did for a living or had suggested to
them.

Others chose the major based on a high school class they had

taken or done well in.
"sounded like fun."

Some interviewees merely said their major

It was notable that one's own talents, skills,

and abilities, or any careful consideration of a long-term future
goal, appeared to have little to do with the choice of academic major

in this phase.

Little anxiety was experienced in relation to not having chosen
a major or having definite future plans.

the present,

With a perspective based in

interviewees gave the future little realistic

consideration and felt no rush to define their long-term goals.

Related to the present time orientation was the finding that
individuals' views of relationships during this time had a highly

static quality.
they are."

experiences.

There was a strong emphasis that people "are what

Relationships were not viewed as fluid or evolving
Instead, an interviewee in this phase was likely to

assert that the important relationships she formed prior to college

had not changed with her move away from home, nor could she even
imagine their changing in the future.

Regardless of whether she

found the relationship satisfying, the participant did not appear to

incorporate the notion of change into her view of the relationship.

,

Ill

Its current form was seen as identical to its past form, and was seen
as the way it would always be

There was an emphasis on familiarity in this phase.

related to the egocentricity of individuals at this time.

This
The

familiar, the home -based, and the stable fell comfortably within the

individual's frame of reference, and they represented what was known

and manageable by the individual.

In this sense, what was familiar,

within one's egocentric perspective, was seen as defining what was
good.

There was little meaningful awareness of the existence of

differences.
if asked,

That is, while people in this phase would acknowledge,

that there were different kinds of people or life

perspectives in the world, their understanding of these differences
tended to be conceived along personally- defined and stereotypical
lines.

There was not a true understanding of differences from the

perspective of the different other; instead, differences were defined

within the context of the individual's own perspectives.

Thus,

differentiation in relationships in the early part of this phase was
seen to be limited.
The sense of oneself as independent was a salient aspect of
self- definition in the initial part of this phase.

tended to be defined in two major ways.

Independence

The first common definition

of independence here was the ability to enjoy being by oneself or to

engage in activities on one's own.

This was a relatively concrete

definition, in which "independence” was equated with physical

separation from other people.

The second major way independence was

being able to
defined in this early part of the first phase was by
present.
make decisions without one's parents being physically

.

,
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Although Interviewees here emphasized how they had their own rules
behavior, these rules appeared to be updated versions of parents*
rules, and were consistent with their families' values.

The primary

areas in which independence was asserted were in the common

adolescent issues; drugs, drinking, and sexual behavior.

The

adolescents in this phase felt themselves to be independent when they
were able to say "no," and to resist peer pressure.
don't have to tell me to say no.

independent."

I

"Mom and Dad

said no all by myself.

I'm

However, the value system underlying the "no" was

found to be the parents'

.

That is, independence of action in

relation to peers was initially the focus of independence in this
phase.

Independence of thought, with relation to one's parents, was

not

Self-esteem for the adolescent early in this phase was parentchild oriented.

For some, it was based on being good, doing what was

"Being good" and "doing what is right"

right, or being a good girl.

were defined in the context of adhering to rules and values that were
family-based.

Some interviewees stated this directly, while others

tended to deny that they "did it for mom or dad."

Nevertheless, in

either case, the rules that were followed or the values that were
upheld, which resulted in the adolescent's feeling good about

herself, were the rules and values that her family had taught her and

held for her.

Lori (18 yrs

.

freshman) illustrated this when she

said:

It's not that I'm really doing things just to make
But the things that would
them [her parents] proud.
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make them proud are the things that would make me
proud of myself. And they're the things I want to do.

Another group of participants in this stage initially described
their sense of self-esteem as deriving from rules and values that

were totally in opposition to those of their parents'

.

As with the

participants described above, however, self-esteem for these
adolescents continued to be defined in relation to their parents, and
was based on rules and values that were seen to reside in the
parents.

For this group, feeling good about themselves was

contingent on acting in ways that were in defiance of their parents'
rules, as they were perceived by the adolescents.

A crucial aspect of change in this first phase was found in
adolescents' reactions to diversity.

In addition, it was changes in

these responses that appeared to be a pivotal mediator of changes in
the other three themes.

Not surprisingly, the most commonly mentioned initiator of
change in this area was the adolescents' moving away from home and

being exposed to all the new and diverse people and experiences at
the beginning of their freshman years.

case for all the interviewees.

However, this was not the

Some of the students appeared to

begin this process after their freshman years.

It was not until

later that they began to respond to the diversity around them, in the

manner described below.

Other interviewees reported beginning this

process prior to leaving their homes.

Although they did not have the

by the
same extent of diversity in their lives that was offered
experience of
University environment, they nevertheless described the

different perspectivesa growing awareness of different people,

-

-of

.

.
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3.

world differont from the one they knew.

For some, this occurred

when they enrolled in a local college (from which they later
transferred to the University of Massachusetts)
started during the latter part of high school.

;

for others it

Nevertheless, that a

similar experience of an increased awareness of diversity occurred at

different times and in different locations for different people

suggested that this process was facilitated by but not contingent

upon moving away from home and entering an unfamiliar and diverse
environment
Most of the adolescents in this phase emphasized their sense of
surprise and amazement at all the new and different people and

lifestyles they encountered at school.

It was during this time of

increased awareness of the diversity around them that adolescents
were offered a basis on which

to.

compare themselves and their

families with new others, others who were seen as different from the
stable, familiar relationships the individual had known.

Emphasized

here was the realization that there were different ways to be.

This

realization of the existence of differences led to an initial sense
of awareness that one could use these differences to form some

opinion about the merits and drawbacks of others' ways as compared to
one's own.

In addition, one could use the differences to begin to

form opinions about one's own ways, as compared to others'

Reactions to diversity in this phase were found to follow an

observable process.

At first, there was generally a sense of

excitement about all the diversity, as well as some anxiety.
(18 yrs.,

freshman) said:

As Kate
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I just started feeling like there was a whole
new
world out there. It was kind of scary.

However, the adolescent in this phase tended to take a

relatively judgmental and totalis tic view of all these different
people and ways.

She did not fully accept them, and did not

immediately like them.

Some of the interviewees described feeling

very homesick, missing their old friends, fearing they could never
adapt to or get along with all these different people.

They searched

for people who were like them, in an attempt to replicate

relationships like those they had had at home.

People who were seen

as different, people who were "not like me," tended to be negatively

judged at this time.
There were, however, a number of factors that facilitated
changes in this judgmental stance toward diversity.

First,

particularly for those adolescents away at school at this time, they
were immersed in a totally new set of experiences.

At the very

least, this provided an impetus to find ways to cope with

differences, lest the adolescent feel completely overwhelmed.
Second, many adolescents described the realization that "everyone's
in the same boat"

;

this provided them with a sense of some experience

in common with all the different people.

Adolescents' responses to diversity continued to change with
their increasing awareness that people who were different from them
also had some qualities that were similar to theirs.
least,

At the very

individuals described how they saw other people, people who

were very different from them, who appeared to be as scared as they
were about entering college.

So,

adolescents here began to discover
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that people who "are not like me" also had some qualities that were
"like me."

It was already noted that adolescents at this point

tended to judge what they saw as like themselves as good and what
they saw as different from them as bad.

Thus, the discovery of some

commonality between oneself and these different others implied that
these others were both good (like me) and bad (not like me)

.

This

discovery was at first framed as "they are different but they share
some qualities with me.

So,

I

like them or tolerate them because of

what's the same, in spite of the differences."

People in this phase

were not yet able to like different others because of or for their
differences.

However, this phase did involve some increased

differentiation, in terms of a heightened awareness of the existence
of differences.

In addition, a step in the reduction of splitting

occurred in the beginning conscious awareness of both good and bad
qualities in the same object.
The exposure to and awareness of diversity initiated a period of

exploration for adolescents in this phase.

Interviewees described

taking different kinds of classes, going from major to major, getting

involved in activities that they had never tried before.

This

exploration was in part facilitated by the present- focused time
perspective of adolescents in this phase.

Because they were not

concerned with the long-range consequences of their actions, they
were more able to explore different areas without concern or worry of
the long-term impact of such exploration.

In addition, because the

University's freshman curriculum has a degree of built-in diversity,
provided with some
at least some of the students in this phase were

support and validation for this exploration process.
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Exploration of different kinds of relationships, and of
different kinds of identities in different relationships, was found
to occur during this phase as well.

As the adolescent was surrounded

by different kinds of people, she reported a growing recognition that
people seemed to actually like other people who were different from
them.

She herself described beginning to find herself liking people

who were different.

Again, the fondness at this time was based on

the areas of similarity the adolescent perceived between herself and

With her somewhat increased tolerance for difference came an

others.

openness to entering into relationships with different kinds of
This offered the opportunity to "be different people when

people.

I'm with different people"; that is, the adolescent here began to try
on different personas, roles, and identities in relation to different

kinds of people.

In some respects,

it can be construed that the

adolescent's limited degree of differentiation helped this process.
That is

,

the more she tended to define herself solely in relation to

other people, the easier it was for her to "be" various selves when
she was with people with different qualities, beliefs, and

perspectives.

In contrast, to the extent that her sense of herself

was already differentiated and clearly bounded and defined, she would
be less likely to explore various identities in response to

relationships with different others.

So,

in this phase, there was a

notable increase in the variety or type of people the adolescent
chose as friends.

She began to choose friends who were different

and from
from herself, from her family, from her hometown friends,

each other.

self
In addition, she began to experiment with different

definitions in relation to these new peers.

,
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Fay, a 19 -year-old sophomore, described some of the ways In

which her responses to diversity changed.

Her experiences were

representative of the changes during the first phase of development.

When she first entered school;
It was actually really hard adjusting.
Nobody was
like anyone I'd ever known. .. .After a while, I started
getting used to it. And I didn't really like it
still, but I started to like it more.
The people,
they weren't very much like me. There's so many
different types of people that go here ... .You' re in
shock at first; people are so different. Then I found
two girls to hang around with.
We had some things in
common, but not really.
But, there was enough in
common for us to be friends.... But I think it was
good to meet different kinds of people. When you're
in college, you get aware of different kinds of people.
You just have to understand that people are different
from you.
I think you have to learn to put up with a
lot more.
...One thing that happened also was that I
became really aware of what a great relationship I
have with my parents when I moved here
I heard other
people [talking about their parents] and realized
I'm a lot
that, they're [her parents are] great.
closer with my parents than my roommate is with hers.
.

,

These changes in adolescents' awareness of and responses to

diversity were found to affect their senses of independence as the
first phase of development continued.

As this phase progressed,

there was a dramatic increase in emphasis on one's sense of oneself
as independent.

Along with this increase was a corresponding

increasingly emphatic denial of any perceived or wished- for
dependence on one's parents.

"Standing on my own two feet" became

the motto for the latter part of Phase One.

Rachel (19 yrs

.

This was illustrated by

freshman):

You get a lot of independence. I don't have to depend
I'm here by
on anybody. Nobody tells you anything.
myself, and I'm on my own."

,
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At this time, independence came to be defined in terms of

geographical distance from one's parents, and was expressed largely
in the areas of caretaking responsibilities and rules.
to care for oneself, do the laundry, clean one's room,

The ability
get to the

dining hall for meals, and make one's bed were all seen as signs of
independence during this phase.

The focus was on doing by oneself

the activities that one's mother used to do.

There was often a sense

of delight, surprise, and extreme pride for the adolescent as she

discovered she could do these things for herself.

She described

beginning to experience herself as an adult, because she was doing
the kinds of chores that she perceived as adults'

domains.

(i.e., parents')

Participants in this phase described how, during visits

home, they enjoyed showing their parents their newfound skills.

However, after a brief time, they preferred to let their mothers do
the caretaking chores as they had in the past.

It emerged that the

adolescent's sense of herself as an independent person was largely

based on geographical distance from her parents.

It was safer to

feel independent when one was far away from home than when one was in

close proximity to one's parents.

Associated with distance from their parents being very important
at this time,

interviewees began to describe ways in which they

delineated their own "turf" from that of their parents.

Adolescents

emphasized how their college experiences were their own, as
illustrated by the comment "this is a world completely separate from
my parents."

Diane (21 yrs

.

senior) recalled her early changes in

her feelings of independence during her freshman year.

-
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Just getting away from the family and being on my own
in a new environment and having to deal with that and
adapt to it, that helped a lot. When I started learning
the system, that helped.
Because then, it was now a
kind of world apart from my past and from my family,
that I was in control of and I knew about. And I
could function in that world. Yeah, something
disconnected from them, from my parents, that I gained
mastery of.
The adolescent's delineation of her college world from her

parents' world was marked not only by geographical distance, but by

experiential distance, as well.

That is, interviewees commonly

reported their belief that their parents had never experienced
anything like what the adolescent was experiencing in college, and
that they had no conception of what college life was actually like
for their daughters.

This kind of response was heard as frequently

from daughters of college -educated parents as from daughters of

parents who had not attended college.

The daughters of college

educated parents tended to focus on how "things are different now
from when they were in college; they don't know what I'm going
through," while the daughters of non-college-educated parents

attributed their parents' lack of understanding to the parents' not

having firsthand experience of college life.
Independence expressed in the context of rules also largely

depended on geographical separation from one's parents.

Frequently

mentioned by adolescents in this phase was their growing realization
that their distance from their parents meant that their parents could

not see what they were doing or whether they were breaking rules.

That their parents could not see them was emphasized as a
obvious
"realization" that "dawned" on them, rather than as an

implication of geographical distance.

Independence became associated
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with the ability to do things about which the parents did not know.
Gwen, a 19-year-old sophomore, illustrated this when she described

her experience of going to her first fraternity party:
was partying and actually having a fairly good time,
dancing with my friends and everything. And I looked
up at a clock and it was three o'clock in the morning.
And I realized just then that I wasn't going to get
grounded. And it was fine if I wanted to stay out
'til three, 'cause I knew I could wake up for classes,
so no one would know.
And just realizing that put me
really at ease. Realizing that I could deal without
having somebody right there. Every once in a while
I'd still say 'oh, no, my parents are going to kill
me,' but that right there really helped.
It was the
first time I realized.
I

The implication in Gwen's story that being out until three

o'clock was wrong or was breaking a rule suggested that her sense of
independence was still based on the set of rules and values that were

created earlier and that were parent-based.

That is, whether she

liked it or not, Gwen apparently had some notion of an existing rule
that she should have been home before three.

In part, Gwen felt

independent because she could break a parental rule and "no one would
know."

Whether or not the adolescents' parents actually set these

rules cannot be determined; however, adolescents in this phase tended
to view parentally-based rules as "the rules."

Independence in distance was also illustrated by the
interviewees in this phase who described feeling independent when
they decided not to stay out until three in the morning with their
friends.

This feeling appeared to derive from adhering to the

parentally-based rules when one's parents were not physically
present.

Again, the parents' rules were law; independence was

.

122

derived from following or breaking the laws when the parents were
not

around to enforce them.
The above examples illustrated another important part of the

process of change in adolescents' senses of independence.

As

indicated by Gwen, participants in this phase reported how they began
to test or break the "rules", and felt independent because they "got

away with it"; their parents could not see them.

Many adolescents

expressed a strong reaction to their discovery that they broke a rule
and nothing terrible happened

.

This kind of experience tended to

initiate a process of questioning the rules, many of which were

previously unquestioned because they had been so much a part of the
adolescent's stable value system.

The issue here was, as the

adolescent broke a rule and learned that the consequences were not
disastrous, she began to question the validity of these previously

unquestioned rules.
The development of a sense of independence in response to

geographical distance, and the growing knowledge that they could

handle the physical separation from their parents, provided many of
the participants with an intense awareness of their capabilities and

of the possibility of truly being able to exist separately from their

parents (in both a physical and psychological way).

That is,

geographical distance promoted a sense of differentiation from one's
parents
The first phase in this process of development was marked by
some change in self-esteem, although this continued to be largely

parentally-derived and defined.

Interviewees reported at this time

that their self-esteem was predominantly based on academic success
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(i.e., getting good grades) and managing the responsibilities of

living away from home.

During this phase, interviewees tended to

emphasize the importance of their parents' being proud of them as a

primary source of their feeling good about themselves.

While many of

the women interviewed were consciously aware of wanting and/or

needing their parents' praise for their own self-esteem, others were
not as consciously aware of this.

Yet even those interviewees who

did not explicitly describe wanting to please their parents did

appear to nonetheless define their self-esteem on the basis of values

held by their parents.

For example, although pleasing their parents

was not their stated purpose, there was limited differentiation

between what made the parents proud and what made the adolescents
feel good about themselves.

Adolescents' feelings of self-esteem at this time were often
Self-esteem

derived from their increased feelings of independence.

was expressed primarily in the context of parental rules and
For example,

geographical distance, as discussed more fully above.

participants typically made such statements as, "I clean my room,
don't party 24 hours a day, I'm getting good grades, so

I

I

feel good

about myself."
As this phase progressed, a slight shift away from parents was

found in the locus of the adolescents' self-esteem.

This appeared to

self
be related to the development of some differentiated sense of

their new
that adolescents were gaining by comparing themselves with

diverse peers.

Although self-esteem remained predominantly parent-

to include this
based, there appeared to be an increasing attempt

oneself.
emerging sense of a separate "I" when evaluating

A
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statement typical of this phase was;
I get good grades, it makes my parents really happy.
That makes me feel good. But it also makes me feel
really good because I work hard for my grades. My
parents didn't stand over me and make me get them
(Caren, 19 yrs
freshman).
.

,

This, too, was related to the issue of geographical distance; it was
as if the adolescent could experience herself as her own source of

self-esteem as long as she was away from her parents.

An interesting finding that emerged was that interviewees in
this phase began to increasingly emphasize their sense that they had
to "prove" to their parents that they could do well at school.

was not a focus in any other phase.

This

Many interviewees spoke of their

parents having given them the message that they would not be able to

manage the responsibilities of college life.

While there might be

some degree to which adolescents did get these kinds of messages from

their parents, explicitly or implicitly, it is difficult to believe
that so many parents actually told their daughters that they expected

them to fail.

Instead, this shift in focus from "pleasing" one's

parents to "proving to them" appeared to represent the adolescent's
attempt to differentiate herself from her parents and to modify their

position as her sole source of self-esteem.

In this way, success at

college came to be created as a challenge or contest against her
parents.

If she was successful, she could experience a more personal

sense of accomplishment and achievement.

Fay (19 yrs., sophomore)

described this;
They [her parents] thought I was going to get here and
But now that I feel that I have some
do nothing.
independence, I feel like I want to be able to show
them that I can do stuff that will make them proud
.You' re
I feel like it's up to me to do well ..
of me.

,
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on your own,
'Cause they're not here to watch me.
That's why I want to do well. And when I get my
grades, they'll see that I'm doing something.
I'll show
them.

As the first developmental phase progressed, a shift was also

observed in adolescents' orientation to time.

One area in which this

was found to occur was in the context of academic majors and grades,
as the participants reported becoming more aware of the importance of

grades on their futures.
end;

College began to be seen as a means to an

long-term consequences of current choices were increasingly

considered:
School wasn't as important in high school, but now
know it's my future (Fay, 19 yrs
sophomore).

I

.

Thus, time orientation began to shift to the future.

related to the change seen in self-esteem as well.

This shift

While academic

success continued to be a source of self-esteem because it pleased
the parents, there was an increased focus on academic success's

enhancing self-esteem because it reflected the individual's hard work
and preparation for her own future.
The shift in time orientation toward the future was also

reflected in interviewees' descriptions of their romantic
relationships.

Their emphasis moved from boys as "dates" to finding

someone who could be a potential future partner.

Adolescents in this

phase tended to become somewhat more discriminating in their choices
of boyfriends, and began to consider the characteristics of their

boyfriends in terms of what they believed they would want from a
relationship in the future.

Marsha (20 yrs., junior) recalled:

Relationships with guys became more serious from my
freshman year. Where at first it was like, you met
It really
someone you liked, you went out with him.

.
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wasn t important who they were or how you knew
them.
You just wanted to meet people and have fun. But

now,
it's more like, like relationships.
Now it's more
serious.
People are becoming more introspective about
a future

Changes in Splitting and Differentiation in Phase Onp
as Reflected in Relationships with Parents
Adolescents' relationships with their parents were initially

characterized by a limited degree of differentiation and a high level
of splitting.

This limited differentiation was reflected in part by

the interviewees' apparent difficulty perceiving and describing ways
in which they felt themselves to be both similar to and different

from their parents.
them.

Only one dimension appeared to be accessible to

Even with prompting, they could not identify or elaborate on

the missing dimension.

The adolescent's sense of self during the initial part of the

first phase was defined almost exclusively in relation to her
parents.

Her self -definition was constructed as being just like her

parents (one or both) or just opposite from her parents.

The forms

in which interviewees defined themselves vis-a-vis their parents

varied; some saw themselves as either like or unlike both their

mothers and fathers, and some as like one parent and opposite from
the other.

Regardless of the exact content, however, what emerged

was the existence of a parent-child framework that was used in self-

definition for adolescents in this phase.

They did not appear to

consider themselves to be separate and distinct selves, with
qualities of their own.

Related to the limited degree of differentiation from her
parents was a high level of egocentricity in the adolescent's

.
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perspectives of her parents during this early phase.

The

participant's perceptions of her parents were seen as defining her
parents; "what

I

know is what they are."

Parents were described as

static, unchanging people who were familiar and stable to the

adolescent.

Adolescents in this phase did not suggest that there

might be more to their parents than what they already knew, nor that
their parents might be understood from a perspective other than the

adolescents

'

Along with the present-oriented, static, undifferentiated
quality of individuals' relationships in this phase was a

corresponding tendency to regard these relationships as either allgood or all-bad.

The participants in the early part of this phase

tended to only identify what they liked about their parents or what
they disliked.

Even when prompted for the missing dimension, they

were unable to elaborate on both sets of judgments.

In addition,

these descriptions tended to be highly affectively charged.

These

data suggested that interviewees' perceptions of their parents in
this phase were characterized by the use of splitting.

While some level of splitting was a defining process for

adolescents in this phase, the precise form in which splitting was

expressed varied for different participants.

Some adolescents

idealized or devalued both their parents, and had little awareness of
any negative (or positive) feelings toward either.

Others tended to

idealize one and devalue the other, with each parent being perceived

unidimens ionally.

Why different people organized their perceptions

there were
of their parents differently was not apparent in the data;

consistently
no demographic or historical characteristics that

.
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discriminated between subjects who idealized both parents, devalued

both parents, or idealized one and devalued the other.
Splitting and lack of differentiation were related in this early
phase.

Those interviewees who tended to have an idealized perception

of their parents were likely to see themselves as being similar to

these parents.

Those with devalued, "bad” parents tended to define

themselves in opposition to them.

In both cases, however,

participants were not able to clearly articulate the exact ways in

which they saw themselves to be like or unlike their parents.

Their

responses to inquiries about this tended to be global, nonspecific,
or superficial.

In addition, the values, beliefs, and rules of the

idealized parents were considered by the adolescent to be right and
were perceived as her own.

In contrast, the values of devalued

parents were considered by the adolescent to be "the exact wrong way
to live your life"

(Ellen, 19 yrs

.

,

sophomore), and it was the direct

inversion of these parental values that the adolescent construed as
her own.

Relationships with parents were found to evolve over the course
of this first phase, in response to the changes in adolescents' sense
of independence, self-esteem, orientation to time, and exposure to

diversity.

In turn, changes in relationships with parents further

fueled development in these areas
The static picture of her parents initially in this phase was

related to her present-oriented time perspective.

There was no sense

relationships, even
of past or potential change or evolution in these

when the relationships were viewed as unsatisfying.

The static,

appeared to intensify
present, unchanging nature of these perceptions

.
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somewhat early in this phase, as the adolescent was
increasingly
aware of the diversity and differences around her.

It may be that

the adolescent in effect stabilized or "froze" her
perceptions of her

parents to provide her with a source of familiarity and stability
in
the face of intense newness and change.

As her responses to

diversity evolved, so did her relationships with her parents.

Her

increased orientation to the future, along with increased acceptance
of diversity, were to some degree paralleled by a corresponding

decrease in the present-oriented, static view of the adolescent's

relationships with her parents.

This was associated with her

perception of them as changing, at least while the adolescent was at
school

Perceived changes in her relationships with her parents related
to perceived changes in the adolescent's sense of independence and

self-esteem as well.

Initially, independence and self-esteem were

defined in relation to parents.

With unclear boundaries between her

parents and herself, it was difficult for the adolescent to

experience anything that was truly "her own."

Feeling "independent"

was facilitated by the geographical distance between the adolescent

and her parents at first, as internal separation had not yet been
achieved.

Feeling good about herself was defined in relation to

parental value systems.

Choices and decisions that were made in this

phase were made in relation to the parents.
such as, "I went out with him even though

I

For example, statements

knew my parents would

hate him," and "I knew my mom would be thrilled if

were characteristic of participants in this phase.

I

took that class"
The adolescent
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spontaneously described her choices in terms that included a
relationship to her parents.

Her choices were not yet her own.

In response to changes in independence and self-esteem, the

adolescent's perceptions of her parents evolved in this phase.
Initially, it was common for the interviewee's descriptions to become

more exaggerated in their positive and negative qualities and

heightened in affective intensity.

Idealization or devaluation,

whichever was characteristic of the relationship, intensified.

This

was observed to occur at a time when adolescents were beginning to

become aware of some of the split-off, opposite feelings toward their
parents.

It appeared that the intensification of the familiar pole

of the split occurred partly in response to the dawning awareness of

these opposite feelings.

Awareness of the hidden feelings toward the parents occurred in
response to several factors.

As the adolescent began to feel able to

manage the caretaking responsibilities that had previously been seen
as the parents'

domain, she began to realize that she was not quite

as dependent on her parents as she once was.

This discovery that her

parents were not as indispensable as the adolescent believed tended
This anxiety was in part countered by her

to cause some anxiety.

increased idealization of them, in which the participant emphatically

asserted that her parents were even more available and more needed
than she had ever realized before.
time were highly contradictory:
I

found out

I

Adolescents' descriptions at this

Along with stating:

could do things by myself,

Caren 19 yrs., freshman) added:

,
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My parents are the most important thing in the world
to me.
They're always there.
I would be lost without
them.
It appeared that,

in this phase,

the adolescent needed to intensify

her sense of dependence on her family, as she discovered that she in
fact was not as dependent on them as she previously felt.

Her increased sense of independence around testing out the

parentally-based rules was another significant factor in the
transformation of the adolescent's perceptions of her parents.

The

growing awareness that her parents did not know that she had broken a
rule, unless she told them herself, began to challenge her perception

of her parents as omniscient.

That they did not know what she did

implied that they were not all -knowing, and that there was some

boundary between what she did and what they knew.

This was seen to

facilitate some differentiation between an adolescent's sense of her
self and her parents.

The participants in this phase began here to

test out ways that they might be different from their parents.

Some

went from perceiving only similarities to perceiving lesser degrees
of similarity.

That is, the adolescent evolved from stating about

her mother, "we're exactly alike," to considering "I'm a little more

outgoing than she is."

Not yet able to articulate clear differences

between her and her parents (which she was becoming more able to do
with her peers)

she began to recognize ways in which she was not

entirely similar to them.
For the adolescents who had held consciously devaluing feelings
to
for their parents, a parallel process occurred in which they began

had
report an awareness that some of their parents' values and rules
some merit.

This occurred in the process of finding that some of
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,

who held values

siinilair to

the subject*

were in fact somewhat likeable or respectable.

s

parents,

In addition, some

interviewees described how they found themselves relying on their
parents' values, which they had previously held in utter disregard,
to help them make choices and cope with all their newfound freedom.

Participants here were found to have shifted from making statements
such as "we're nothing at all alike" to ones such as "I'm really

outgoing and my mom is only a little outgoing."

Although not a

direct similarity, this represented a step toward perceiving some

commonality of experience between herself and her parent.
These kinds of experiences described above were seen as

modifying the process of splitting, in that they brought to awareness
and made more accessible to integration the previously split-off
feelings toward the parents.

Furthermore, they reflected a move

toward differentiation by facilitating awareness of both similarities
to and differences from the parents, and by helping the adolescent

view her parents as separate people against whom she could compare
herself.

There were some participants who appeared to experience a degree
of anxiety in the face of these discoveries that felt intolerable to
them.

Apparently not ready to relinquish their use of splitting and

their sense of their parents' omniscience, they found ways to

preserve these perceptions

.

For example

,

some interviewees appeared

unable to tolerate an awareness that their parents did not magically

know that they had broken a rule.
to let their parents know.

These adolescents then found ways

Some told their parents directly, stating

anyway."
that these omniscient parents "would have found out

,
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Other adolescents were found to hold onto their sense of their
parents' omniscience by continuing to define their own behaviors as

rule-breaking behaviors.

That is, rather than questioning the

validity of the rules as other adolescents in this phase were

beginning to do, this group held fast to the belief that their
parents' rules were the only, true, right rules, and that therefore

their behaviors were by definition rule -breaking.

These participants

then tended to feel shame and guilt about their behaviors, as if they

had been "caught," and they experienced some form of parental-based
punishment (i.e., feeling guilty, feeling they let their parents
down,

feeling they could not handle responsibility and that their

parents would be disappointed in them)

.

In order to preserve their

parents' omniscience, they attributed "knowing" to the parents.
(22 yrs

.

Pat

senior) illustrated this difficulty in letting go of her

sense of her parents' omniscience and omnipotence:
Like

I

go to Stop and Shop at 1:00 in the morning.

I

would never tell my father that, never. I mean I'm
very independent; it's not like I'm this little girl.
But then I was talking to my mother, and my father got
on the phone, and wouldn't you know it? The next
And I felt so guilty.
thing, there I was, telling him.
what he says goes.
but
I mean, he's not always right,
almost always
he's
First of all, for the most part,
He's wrong at times, but I see in the end,
right.
It always
Parents always know.
like, he's right.
turns out to be something I shouldn't have done in the
first place.
The majority of adolescents, however, were able to tolerate and
use their new experiences for growth.

This was often reflected in an

emphasis on one's parents "starting to treat me more like an adult."
independence,
This was an important element in the increased sense of
to an
decreased parent-based self-esteem, and shift from a static

,
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evolving sense of relationships during this phase.

The focus on the

parents' behavior, as if it was only the parent and not the

adolescent who was changing, attested to the still incomplete

differentiation at this time.

Participants described here how their

parents

won't let me grow up... it seems like they've always
been trying to keep me younger than I was (Lori, 18
yrs

.

,

freshman)

es if they perceived the process of growing up as being defined by the

parents' changing the rules, or even by the parents creating new
rules about how their daughters could grow up.

That is, adolescents

tended to emphasize needing permission from their parents to grow up,

and viewed the process of growing up as being governed by "growing up
rules" that were set by the parents.
In response to the changes and growth the adolescent was

experiencing, there was a growing need to change the ways in which
she perceived her relationships with her parents.

One struggle

reflected here appeared to be how to continue to preserve the
familiar, childhood, safe relationship with one's parents in the face
of one's own growth and differentiation from them.

One way this was

accomplished in this phase was by adolescents' construing their
parents as each being two distinct creatures:

They were seen as

"friends" when the adolescent was at school and "parents" when the

adolescent was at home.

Thus,

the adolescent at first perceived

change as occurring in both herself and her parents only when she was

physically separated from her parents.

It appeared to be more

difficult to maintain this sense of change when she was actually at
home, possibly because of the regressive pull toward familiar.

'

:
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comfortable childhood roles that is often experienced when one
returns to the family home.

In addition, this distinction of the

distant-parents-as-friends and the near-parents-as-parents allowed
her to preserve a stable, comforting, childhood image of her parents
while providing her with a new parental image in relation to which
she could experience growth and change.

Marsha (20 yrs., junior)

described how, in spite of her new "friendship" with her parents
while she was at school, she needed to maintain the image of them as
parents when she went home
go home when I like need a little push.
I can't get
it on the phone.
And they do it. They just, like

I

they always used to, they always think I look great
and I'm doing great, and they love my boyfriend and
they love my friends.
For the first couple days it's
great.
Then I start to feel like, 'I've got to get
out of here
.

And I'm ready to come back up here and not have to answer to them.
Similar to the way in which adolescents were found to intensify
their idealization in response to awareness of negative feelings, and
to heighten their sense of the static in response to the awareness of

change, so did they increase their emphasis on connection in response
to their growing feelings of separation (both geographical and

internal)

.

The same interviewees who reported feeling grown up and

self-sufficient because their parents were not present to do things
for them concurrently emphasized the frequent phone calls to their

parents and the letters and care packages from home.
In sum, then, during this phase, the exposure to diversity and
in
the increased openness to differences were associated with changes
to
adolescents' sense of independence, self-esteem, and orientation

time.

her
The geographical separation from her parents facilitated
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testing of the rules and values that had been part of her
self-

definition but that had existed in relation to her parents.

Self-

esteem shifted from being parent-based to including a small self-

based component.

The adolescent's using her new environment as a

basis for comparison of herself with others helped her differentiate
a sense of her self that was her own.

Distance from home also

allowed for some modulation of splitting, by promoting the awareness
of split-off feelings in a new environment that validated the

acceptance of differences.

In addition, distance allowed the

adolescent to create a fantasy of two separate sets of parents, the
"school" parent- friends and the "home" parent-parents; this fantasy

permitted the maintenance of a stable, familiar view of parents in
the face of her changing, evolving relationship with them.

Phase Two: The Creation of Transitional Objects
The second phase was found to be a phase of transition.

Having

gone through the changes in the previous phase, the need arose for
the adolescent to transform her relationships with her parents, from
a child-parent relationship to one that allowed her to be more of an

adult.

These transformations were found to include a mediating

process, described as transitional objects, that represented a

connection for the adolescent between the preceding phase and the
following one, that of entry into early adulthood.

During this

phase, the adolescent began to create and use "objects" (which were

found to be relationships with people or experiences) that served as

transitions between the adolescent and adult worlds.
had, and were imbued with,

These objects

the qualities inherent to the adolescent's

childhood relationship with her parents that she needed to work
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through and internalize as her ovm.
object was created and used.

Often more than one transitional

In these cases, there was a series of

objects, serving somewhat different purposes but following the same

process, reported throughout this phase by the participants.
The early part of this stage was characterized by the

adolescent's becoming involved in a relationship with a person or
group of people (e.g., residents of her dormitory floor), or some

experience (e.g., a class, a set of ideals or beliefs, a campus
movement)

.

Most often, relationships with people were described.

Typically, this object was characterized by a highly idealized
quality.

The adolescent described the onset of the relationship as

quick and extremely intense; there was a "love at first sight"
response.

Those interviewees who described this experience in

retrospect often reported a sense of disbelief about the intensity
and suddenness of the onset of the relationship;
can't believe we got so close so fast
(Beth, 21 yrs., junior).

Looking back,

In the interviews

,

I

there was a shift during this phase from the

parents to this new object being identified as "the most important
thing in my life."

Being the "most important thing" in this case did

not involve a future -orientation.

Even if the object described was a

boyfriend, he was not described in realistic terms of being a

potential life partner.

Rather, descriptions of these most important

objects were based on their being "perfect," "terrific,

"unbelievable."

Participants' descriptions were filled with

these
superlatives and exaggerations; the affects associated with

objects was very intense.

138

It is Important to note thet during this phsse

,

parents

typically were not listed as the interviewees' "most important
thing," although, when asked by the investigator, participants did

acknowledge that their parental relationships were still important.
It was difficult to get a clear description of the interviewees'

relationships with any person or thing other than the current
transitional object.

Everything else seemed to pale in comparison.

This is not to say that other people and topics were not discussed.
Rather, the salience of this transitional object in the adolescent's

lives was quite pronounced at this time.

When asked to describe this most important relationship in their
lives, several types of responses were heard.

One group of

interviewees gave responses that, as noted above, were basically
unarticulated, global descriptions, filled with exaggerated

superlatives

The participant tended to be unaware of any quality

.

that she disliked about the object, even when prompted for this

information.

In addition, from the qualities of the object that the

interviewee was able to describe, it was difficult to gain a sense of

why the object was so idealized.

That is, the qualities that the

adolescent described did not clearly indicate what made it worthy of
such adoration.

This type of response indicated that the participant

was employing splitting in her perception of the object.

Another type of description of the transitional object was one
in which the adolescent described the object as basically identical
to herself.

In fact,

in more than one instance,

interviewees

referred to this other person as being "like a clone."

Participants

way in which
who gave such descriptions were unable to identify any
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they were different from their important objects, in spite of being

asked prompting questions by the interviewer.

As in the above

example, however, interviewees tended to be vague and global about
the particular qualities that they and the objects shared.

This kind

of response was seen as reflecting a lack of differentiation between
the subject and her identified transitional object.

A parallel type of response was one in which the chosen object
was described as being a polar opposite of the participant.

The

degree to which interviewees could elucidate the specific differences
varied, but it tended to be minimal.

Again, the quality of the

descriptions was generally nonspecific.

In these cases, it was the

sense of difference that was idealized.

However, consistent with the

example above was the way in which the adolescent defined her sense
of herself totally in relation to her sense of the object, and vice
versa.

Neither member of the relationship was considered to have any

qualities that had nothing to do with the other.

Here, every

characteristic of the subject was defined in terms of its being
different from a characteristic of the object.

Again, this suggested

a lack of differentiation in this relationship.

The next common type of description of the transitional object
was that in which the object was clearly defined in relation to the

adolescent's parents.

The interviewee often used precisely the same

words and expressions that she had used to describe her mother, for
example, that she used to describe this transitional object.

qualities were most often idealized.

These

In these cases, the chosen

teacher, and
transitional object was frequently an older friend or

listed "she's older.
the adolescents in this category invariably
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she's more mature, she gives me advice" as some of the attributes she

loved in this new person.

A small group of participants appeared to create transitional
object relationships that were endowed with devalued, hated
qualities.

While these

adolescents appeared to be as poorly

differentiated from these objects as the idealizers were with theirs,
it was the negative end of the affective spectrum that characterized

these relationships.

Similar to the relationships described above,

these relationships developed with suddenness and intensity, with a
"hate at first sight" quality.

The hatred was as exaggerated,

intense, and unclear ly founded as was the intense love in the

idealizing group described above.
The adolescent's relationship with her transitional object was

found to develop along particular lines.

There was some variation in

its form, however, depending on the specific issues the adolescent

was struggling with in her own development.
The subset of adolescents whose transitional objects were

idealized and defined as entirely similar to the adolescents
themselves tended to view themselves and their objects as extremely
idiosyncratic, different from anyone else in the world, or unusual.

They emphasized how they felt comfortable in being different from
others as long as they had this one special relationship in which
they felt loved for all their differentness
one of "it's us against the world."

.

Their presentation was

With these interviewees, while

of their
the level of differentiation was low within the context
of
relationships with their special object, there were indications
them.
increased differentiation from others in the world around

I

141

There was an increase during this phase in the interviewees'

abilities to perceive and accept both similarities and differences

between themselves and others (except the transitional object), and
there was a strong emphasis on coming to understand others'

perspectives and learning "where other people are coming from."

During the early part of the transitional phase, there was often

observed an increase in what looked like rebelliousness, or disregard
for the old family rules and values.

The adolescent reported doing

"crazy" things, staying out late, or trying out new activities that
she previously felt were "forbidden."
at this time.

For some, grades began to fall

Unlike in the last phase, however, there was not a

strong sense of guilt or concern about breaking the rules, because
this current behavior reflected adherence to the new set of rules

that was being created between her and her transitional object.

This

new set of rules became the law, and within its boundaries, the
adolescent could do no wrong.

The adolescent experienced herself as

existing in a new world that was created by her and her special
relationship.

Emphasis on the family decreased at this time.

With the decrease in emphasis on her real family came an
increase in the adolescent's reference to the transitional object in

familial terms.

"She's like a sister," or "we're like one big

family" were common expressions during this phase.

As she felt

herself to be immersed in this new family- like relationship, the
interviewee tended to report less frequent visits home, fewer phone
family at
calls, and a decrease in other forms of contact with her
home.

of
There was seen a corresponding decrease in the intensity

affect in the descriptions of the parents.
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During the early part of this second phase, an adolescent’s
locus of self-esteem appeared to shift away from the parents and to

become very much derived from the relationship with the transitional
object.

For some, this was represented directly by feeling good

about herself when she pleased the object in some way.

Less direct

but related was the adolescent's feeling good about herself for being
in the relationship or just for being liked by her new relation.

Another source of self-esteem was gained by the adolescent's
following the new rules that were created in the transitional object
relationship, similar to how she had gained self-esteem by following
the parental rules in the previous phase.

Another characteristic of the transitional object in the early
part of this phase was its perceived indispensability; the
adolescent, when asked, described being unable to even imagine life

without this object.

This was not stated merely in terms of missing

the object; rather, the interviewee was not able to imagine what her

life would be like without the object.

As one participant stated,

"it's like part of myself would be missing" (Rachel, 19 yrs.,

freshman)

.

This reflected the lack of differentiation between the

adolescent and the object.

The object was experienced as a part of

her self, rather than as a separately existing self.
Changes in the relationship with the transitional object were

found to occur throughout this phase.

Most commonly, the

participants described coming to find that the objects were
I

thought" they were.

not what

That is, they discovered qualities that were

the
disappointing, and that challenged their idealized view of

object.

sense of
These discoveries did not tend to elicit a great
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sadness, tragedy, or crisis.

Rather, they appeared to be basically

unquestioned and accepted by the adolescent.

A common experience during this time of deidealization of the
transitional object was the adolescent's feeling that she needed
to
be more independent from the object:

on each other"; "I needed more space."

"We were getting too dependent

The adolescent's feelings and

attachment toward the object appeared to just fade away, as

illustrated by the comment, "I don't know exactly what happened; we
just grew apart.

No big deal."

The nonchalance with which the

adolescents spoke of their feelings dissipating was striking, given

how exaggerated and intense their feelings were just a short time
ago.

There was evidence to suggest that the adolescents' levels of

splitting and differentiation in regard to the transitional objects

were changing as their feelings for them changed.

The discovery of

the disappointing, negative qualities of the object represented a

decrease in splitting.

Interviewees became increasingly able to talk

about what they liked and disliked about the object.

Similarly, they

began to notice ways in which the object was both similar to and
different from themselves.

Their own self -definitions were found to

be increasingly separate from the transitional objects; that is, they

began to define themselves in ways that had nothing to do with the
object.

In addition, the interviewees' finding that the qualities of

the objects differed from their own perceptions of the objects served
to introduce boundaries between the two:

One's perception or

perspective of another was found to not necessarily define the
other.

The discovery that "it wasn't what

I

thought it was" had a
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significant impact on differentiation, as it highlighted the
distinctness and true separation between subject and object.
As splitting decreased and differentiation increased, the object

appeared to fade away in importance.

The participants who described

this kind of experience in retrospect,

in fact, expressed confusion

about the level of intensity they had once felt for the object:

How could

I

have thought he was so great?
junior).
22 yrs

it to this day (Helen,

.

I

don't get

,

Another significant change during this phase, which occurred

concurrently with the transitional object's losing importance, was
that the adolescent's self-esteem appeared to become significantly
No longer was self-esteem derived from the

more self-based.

transitional object, as it was earlier in this phase.

Yet, there was

not a reinvestment in the parents as a source of self-esteem.
Rather, the increasingly differentiated self became a more commonly

found source of esteem.
The types of objects that were chosen and served as transitional

objects differed for different people.
to be important.

Several determinants appeared

One factor was objects available at time of

developmental need.

When an individual was at the point

developmentally where she was ready to made use of a transitional
object, she had to choose from those objects that were available for
this purpose.

The possibilities are, of course, limitless, because

theoretically, anything can potentially be used in this way.
to serve
However, some kinds of objects appeared to be more suitable

as transitional objects than others.
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Suitability of an object to be used as a transitional object was

related to the match between the particular characteristics of the
issues that a given individual was dealing with and the qualities of
the object.

That is, it was seen that, for most adolescents,

idealization and a degree of merger (i.e., lack of differentiation)
were important elements of the relationship.

To the degree that

being able to split and consciously idealize the object were
necessary processes for a given individual to experience with her
transitional object, based on the particular issues that

characterized her development, it was more likely that she would
choose an object that was not completely repulsive and unlikeable to
her.

While it was seen that the actual qualities of the object often

could not account for the extent of the adolescent's idealization, it
was not the case that the use of transitional objects involved a

decline in reality testing so great as to allow an individual to
idealize something that otherwise would be loathed.

In other words,

it appeared that there had to be something good about the object in

order for it to be idealized; there had to be some match between the

transitional object's actual qualities and the qualities that the
individual assigned to it.

At the same time, however, the

transitional object could not be so much like the adolescent's

perceptions of it that there was no room for the discovery of
difference between her perceptions and the "real" qualities of the
object.

Discovery, disillusionment, and deidealization (or de-

devaluation) appeared to be necessary parts of this process.

Thus,

worthy of her
if an adolescent chose an object that was in reality so
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idealization (or devaluation)

,

it would be a difficult task for her

to modulate and transform these feelings.

Thus, a transitional object had to closely enough match the

needs of the adolescent, or its qualities had to be such that they

allowed the adolescent to see it as she needed to see it, so that she
did not have to completely abandon all reality testing to project
onto it and construe it as she needed to.

In addition, the object in

reality had to be different enough from the adolescent's perceptions
of it to allow her to discover the differences between her

perceptions and the object's real qualities.
The choices of transitional objects by different participants

varied considerably.

As noted above, the objects available at time

of developmental need partly determined choice.

Developmental need

and choice of object were found to be interactive processes, to some
degree.

For example, one of the most frequently found transitional

objects was "the dorm floor," especially during freshman year.

Interviewees may or may not have had relationships with individuals
on this floor, but it was the relationship with the "dorm floor" as
an entity that followed the process described above.

In some ways,

it appeared that the experience of leaving home and being exposed to

the diversity at college initiated a process that brought adolescents
to a point of developmental readiness to use transitional objects

during their freshman year.
available object.

The "dorm floor" was then a readily

At the same time, however, exposure to the "dorm

floor" itself, which was probably being used as a transitional object

by many of its members, appeared to facilitate developmental
readiness for some adolescents.
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Not all women used their freshman-year dormitory as a

transitional object.

Interestingly, those who did not were more

likely to report disliking their dorm experiences and feeling left
out there.

Other choices for transitional objects included new

peers, boyfriends, teachers, and co-workers.

Examples of

transitional objects that were not relationships with others included
classes, a military training experience, and a campus organization
for African-American students (New Africa House)

participant, a psychological

.

For one

(an eating disorder) appeared to

s)niiptom

serve in some respects as a transitional object.

A clinical finding that emerged from the investigator's logs was
that the interviewer had similar emotional reactions to each

interviewee who was later classified as having currently been in the

early part of the second phase (i.e., when the transitional object
was most split and undifferentiated)

.

One consistently reported

finding was the sense of exaggeration and intensity of affect of the

adolescent toward the object, in ways that made the object sound "too
good to be true."

In addition, the logs revealed the investigator's

sense that these participants were less engaged with the

interviewer.

The interviewees in this phase were not felt to be

taking seriously the interview, or anything in their lives other than
their relationship with their special object, as compared with

participants in other phases

.

An excerpt from one of the logs

described how "Nothing seems as important to her as her own
interview.
experience with this person, who is the focus of the

believe
am

I

I

feel:
feel a little of what this girl's parents must

not important to you?

Why is SHE so important?

What about

I

'Why
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me?'”

This kind of feeling decreased, however, as adolescents
passed

through this phase and began to modulate and thus end their

transitional relationships.
The following excerpts are provided to illustrate some of the

ways in which interviewees were found to use transitional objects

during this phase.

Caren (19 yrs., freshman) described a very recent experience:

A boyfriend. It was weird. It was only like three
weeks long. Just like, we got to know each other
really well. And it just felt like we were together
for so long.
He's older, too. He's fifteen years
older than I am. My parents hate it.
I got to know
him so well, and got close to him really quick. I
liked that he's so different. He thinks for himself.
And we had so many things in common, too. It was like
love at first sight.
It was weird.
I never felt that
way.
When he would fight with me, I got like violent.
That was a side of me I never saw.
Amy (19 yrs., sophomore) talked about her freshman dormitory,

which she appeared to still be using as a transitional object:
I had a really close floor in my dorm.
And we were
all like one big family.
Having to move to another
dorm was like being asked to leave my home. My whole
floor, everyone on the floor, from day one, they ended
up like being my best friends in the world. We just
became a family. Two of the guys, they were like my
big brothers. They take care of me; if I needed
anything, they were always there. We became really
It's so
close.
They helped me go through everything.
incredible how you can become so close to so many
It's so strange. I would never have thought
people.
that you could. We became like a family. And I
Each person made it special.
didn't really expect that.
I would
these people.
knowing
not
imagine
couldn't
I
comfortable
was
so
It
missing.
would
be
be, something
My home away from
there, it was like my second home.
And even
group
the
part
of
Everyone was a
home
lot.
meant
a
lot,
just one person missing was a
just
It
It's incredible.
They're just so great.
makes me feel so good.
.

.

.
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Jean, a 24-year-old senior, recalled one of her significant

relationships
met a man... It was infatuation.
I didn't realize it
then, but.... He was older, and he was beautiful.
I
mean, I thought he was amazing.
I remember I couldn't
believe he would actually be interested in me. It was
like lightning struck, when I first met him.
He was
everything.
But after a while, I like knew I actually
wasn't in love with him. So, I just said good-bye, and
that was it. And I realized I didn't even go through
any of the changes that I went through [when I ended
relationships with other boyfriends].
So I was like,
'wait a minute; did you really love him?'
I don't
think so.
I couldn't even remember what I saw in him.
I mean, he was great looking, but why did I fall so
hard for him? It had been so intense, then it was
just gone....
[In retrospect,] I think for me, it was
about someone who could accept me. That was a big
thing.
Just someone to accept me as I was. Because I
felt I was so different.
I was going through changes,
and I think he was a part of it.
I

The Use of Transitional Objects and the Relationships with Parents

The process occurring during this second phase was seen to

relate directly to changes in the adolescents' relationships to and

perceptions of their parents.

Causality was nonlinear, and changes

in transitional objects and changes in perceptions of parents each

affected the other.
This second phase appeared to be initiated by the changes in

Phase One.

The adolescent at that point was feeling increasingly

independent from her parents, which was defined largely in the
context of geographical distance but also including some degree of

psychological separation.

She was developing a sense of time that

included a more meaningful awareness of the future, including the

deepening awareness of the implications of her current actions for
her own personal future.

She was exposed to diverse people and

that
experiences, and she was beginning to recognize the differences
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existed between people and to compare herself to others.

With a

growing sense of differentiation between herself and others, she

began to experience some self-esteem as derived from her own self,
rather than entirely based on her parental values.

There was both

internal and external pressure to grow, to develop, and thus to

adjust her relationship with her parents in a way that allowed her to
be more of an adult.

At the same time, she was not ready to give up

the safe, familiar, stable parents that corresponded with her sense

of herself as a child.

The goal of the second, transitional phase of development could

be understood as further transforming the parental relationships into
a form that allowed the adolescent to be a young adult member of the

relationship.

The "old" parents no longer fully met her needs,

because the adolescent could not be an adult in relation to those
parents.

This transitional phase was found to serve the purpose of

transforming those relationships in ways that permitted the
adolescent to move into young adulthood.
The pattern that emerged in the creation and use of transitional

objects in this phase was that the adolescent appeared to assign to
the object the kinds of qualities that characterized her

relationships with one or both of her parents.

For some

participants, several transitional objects were used, each related to
a particular parent and/or a particular developmental issue.

For

others, one transitional object was endowed with several sets of

feelings and issues.

Two primary ways of understanding the use of

transitional objects emerged:

Transitional objects acted as symbols

.

151

for the parents, and transitional objects were used as replacements
for the parents

As symbols for the parents, transitional objects provided the

adolescent with a relationship that the adolescent could manipulate
and transform, and from which she could separate and differentiate.
Not yet ready to accomplish these processes directly in relation to
the parents, the adolescent chose an object that she "created" as a

symbol of her parents.

This creation was accomplished by assigning

to the object the issues relevant to her relationship with her

parents (i.e., by perceiving the object as one's source of self-

esteem and self -definition, by endowing the object with all-good or

all-bad qualities).

The adolescent's perceptions of and feelings

toward the object, like those toward her parents, were split.

In

addition, the participant's sense of self was not differentiated from

that of the object; each was seen to exist only in relation to the
other.

In this way, the adolescent was understood as recreating her

relationship with her parents in her relationship with the
transitional object.
As a symbol for her parents, the transitional object was seen to

provide the adolescent with a relationship from which to

differentiate and separate.

It was as if the object was an object on

which to practice, or with which to rehearse, the kinds of
transformations she ultimately needed to make with her relationships

with her parents.

This transformation was seen to occur as the

adolescent went through the process of discovering the previously
split-off qualities of the object and integrating them with her
conscious feelings toward the object.

That is, for example, as she
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discovered the disappointing ways in which the object was not perfect
or worthy of her idealization, she came in contact with the split-off

hated, devalued feelings that represented the other side of her

idealization.

These negative feelings modified the positive; the

object could no longer be idealized, once it was discovered to be
imperfect.

The experience of being aware of both the positive and

the negative qualities of the same object implied a lessening of

splitting.

In addition, as the adolescent discovered that the object

was not what she thought it was

,

and realized that her perceptions of

the object did not define the object, differentiation increased.

There was a decrease in the object as a source of self-esteem; with

her increased differentiation from the object, the adolescent could
supply herself with her own self-esteem.

Having achieved separation

and differentiation from the object, it was no longer needed.

Consequently, the adolescent increasingly came to feel a need for

separation and independence from this object, and her feelings for it
faded away.

As a result of her interaction with this symbol of her

parents, the adolescent at this point found that she had survived a

separation, and she gained from it an increased sense of self-esteem

and a stronger sense of a differentiated identity.

She was now ready

to move into the next phase.

Another way of understanding the transitional object was as a

replacement for the parents.

That is, the adolescent in some

respects appeared to transfer feelings directly from her parental

objects and assign them to the transitional object.

In this way, the

transitional object was not only seen to parall^ the adolescent

relationship with her parents, but instead to replace it

.

_

The

s

transitional object became the repository for the adolescent's

idealization and split-off devaluation (or vice versa)

,

and in effect

"became” the parents from whom the adolescent was not yet

differentiated.
In this respect, the transitional object was seen to be created

by the adolescent's transferring her feelings and experiences of her
parents onto the object.

For example, the idealized psychological

energy ("narcissistic cathexis") which had been endowed to the

parents and had thus made them the source of the adolescent's self-

esteem was in this phase removed from the representations of the
parents by the adolescent and assigned to the transitional object.
This object thus became her source of self-esteem.

At this point,

the participant's focus on the importance of her parents, and her

sense of dependence and reliance on them, decreased.

There was a

growing sense of differentiation between her self and her parents in
her descriptions of them.

In fact, the very process of transferring

her feelings from her parents to the object could be seen as a step
toward differentiation, in that it involved the creation of a

boundary between the adolescent's feelings and the actual parents.
As this phase progressed, as described above, the adolescent

became aware of the opposite sides of her split perceptions and began
to integrate them,

thus lessening her degree of splitting and

achieving a more balanced view of the object.

As this happened, she

began to take back into herself the energies that she had given to
the object.

Thus, her own self increasingly became the source of

self-esteem and self -definition.

As the transitional object faded in importance, several changes

were noted that brought the adolescent to the end of the second
phase.

It was this process of change in response to the ending of

the transitional object relationship that initiated the third phase

of development.

Phase Three

Integration and Reconnection

:

The ending of the second phase was found to be characterized by
a period of growth and change.

These changes appeared to both cause

and be caused by the adolescent's decreased need for the transitional
object.

Adolescents' time perspectives were found to broaden,

encompassing and linking the past, present, and future.

The emphasis

on geographical independence decreased as psychological separation
and individuation increased.

Participants' responses to diversity

shifted from judgmental to accepting of new perspectives.

Self-

esteem dramatically increased initially in this phase, and became
significantly self-based.

This was followed by transformation into a

more relational-based self-esteem.
One significant correlate of these changes during this phase was
the interviewees'

increased awareness of external reality.

This

appeared to be related to the adolescent's discovery of the "real"
qualities of the transitional object, as opposed to her only seeing
her own idealized or devalued perceptions

.

Gaining the awareness

that the object had both good and bad qualities appeared to open the

adolescent up to perceiving the balanced qualities that realistically
exist in others.

This was facilitated as well by the adolescent

of
exposure to diversity in college, and the increased tolerance

Phase
differences and imperfection that she developed throughout

s

One.

However, it was through the ending of the relationship with the

transitional objects that this heightened awareness of the reality
was seen to most noticeably occur.
One area in which this increased awareness of reality was

observed was in the adolescent's orientation to time.

Participants

in this phase reported a more realistic sense of the future.

They

began to focus on their sense of college as a path to some future
goal or career.

In addition, they stressed their deepening sense of

the personal nature of these goals.

Whereas earlier, there had been

some mention of one's major as being relevant to one's future, here,
the importance of one's major to one's future was strongly

emphasized.

At this stage was found a growing recognition that her

own skills, talents, interests, and limitations were crucial factors
in the choice of major.

After having taken many courses or enrolled

in many majors, the adolescent at this phase had more experience on

which to draw.

Furthermore, she tended to emphasize that this

experience was her own unique experience, not her parents'.
The increased awareness of the implications of one's current

actions for one's future was also related to the adolescent's having
gone through the experience of failing or doing poorly in classes

,

or

discovering that she did not enjoy or have the aptitude for her

previously chosen major.

Interviewees reported increased pressure,

both external and internal, to think about their future and to make
choices about their long-term goals.

Interviewees in this phase

began to make such statements as "I can't see myself doing this for
the rest of my life," or "I like psychology, but

I

don't want to have

a B.A.
to go to grad school and you can't do anything with

in

psych."

The emphasis was on "what do

I

want to do?"

This phase was

characterized by a growing recognition that what others (parents,
teachers, or friends) had suggested or chosen for the adolescent

might not be within her capabilities or fit with her developing
interests.

In addition, there was an increased desire to make these

choices on her own.

At this time, participants described a period of

renewed exploration of choices, focusing on the consequences of
different majors for them in the future.

This period had a different

quality than the exploration period of the first phase, which had
more of a trial -and- error based, uninhibited quality.

In contrast,

adolescents in this third phase were found to be increasingly
thoughtful in their decisions, and to report talking out the

consequences of their decisions with peers, teachers, and advisors.
This kind of questioning and exploration extended beyond the

area of academic major in this phase.

Adolescents began to talk more

about a sense of self -questioning about their beliefs, values, and
opinions.

As she had begun to differentiate herself from others, a

new awareness of herself as an individual with separate opinions had

been developing.

The question posed here was "if

own opinions, then what are they?"

I

am entitled to my

Various options for one's life

were explored, regarding the participants' feelings about marriage

and relationships (e.g.

,

"do

I

want to get married?"; "What are the

implications of living with someone before marriage?"), careers

(

want to go to graduate school?"; "Do

I

really want to work with

children?"), and lifestyles ("where do

I

want to live?").

I

The

examination of the rules, styles, and beliefs that had previously
phase.
been taken for granted was a prominent process during this

do

.
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Formerly held but unquestioned beliefs and choices were mulled over,
rejected, accepted, or modified.

The adolescent's more realistic

time orientation was found to affect her decision making.

As Marsha

(20 yrs., junior) noted:

There used to be so much I wanted to do, and now I'm
realizing, like, time flies. And there's just not
enough time to realistically do what I wanted to do.
I think 'how am I going to be able to accomplish
things,' you know? I'm not as invincible as I thought
I was
I guess
I have to compromise and give up a
lot of the things that I want, and do some of the
others
.

,

Another notable change that emerged at this time was a shift in
the interviewees' responses to diversity.

Increasingly emphasized in

this phase was the feeling of liking diversity, liking different

people and different experiences, not in spite of their differences

but because of or including their differences.

That is, particularly

with one's new peers, the focus moved from liking others based on
what was perceived as similar to the adolescent to liking others for
both their similarities and their differences.

This change was seen

to occur as the adolescent moved out of the transitional phase.

As

she had negotiated the processes of integrating split representations

of the transitional object, and differentiating herself from it, the

adolescent had developed new abilities and tolerances.

These were

reflected here, as participants in this phase showed much more
acceptance of difference and diversity.
negatively.

Difference was not judged as

Instead, the previous tie between good and bad, and

"like me" and "not like me," was less present.

The decline in splitting facilitated by her resolution of the

transitional object phase was reflected at this time by the
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adolescent's increasing ability to identify and articulate

characteristics of important others that she both liked and
disliked.

There was a sense that she could better tolerate both

positive and negative qualities in the same person.

Affective

intensity in describing important relationships was found to
modulate.

Although the participants still spoke of important people

with enthusiasm and excitement, the exaggerated, superlative quality
of the earlier phases diminished.

Descriptions of important others

were richer and more complex, and the bases on which people were
liked or disliked was much clearer.
The adolescent's increased sense of differentiation after the

second phase was reflected in her increasingly more articulate,
complex, and specific expressions of others' similarities to and

differences from her.

Interviewees' descriptions of important others

in their lives were richer and fuller than in the previous two

phases.

Furthermore, this increased differentiation was expressed in

their heightened ability to perceive other people as having

characteristics and perspectives of their own.

With this ability

came an intensified interest in the people around the adolescents.

There was an excitement, enthusiasm, and curiosity about who these

people really were.

In this phase appeared the first emphasis on

understanding other people and getting to know their perspectives on
the world.

This coincided with a growing distinction between what

the adolescent saw as right and wrong for herself, and what was

considered right and wrong for other people.

That is, other people

were no longer being judged solely on the basis of the adolescent

own belief system, but were understood as having their own belief

s
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systems within which their behaviors could be interpreted.
22 yrs.,

Sandy

senior) described this experience:

was introduced to so many things up here
When I
got exposed to other people's ways of doing things, at
first I just didn't agree with them, because of my
moral system.
I was brought up so strict.
I just
didn't have any leeway from what I was taught. But then
I started to see people a little more liberally, like
in seeing things as not so morally bad.
And all of
the sudden, this is what I'm going through now; there's
like all these new things I want to learn about.
Now
I listen to other people's ways of thinking about how
to run your life, and I pick a little bit from everything.
It's almost as if you can feel yourself physically
growing.
I mean, I feel like I was blind for eighteen
years, and I've grown more in the last four years than
in the eighteen before.
I

.

The increased interest in understanding other people from their

perspective led to further change in adolescents' time orientation,
as well.

To truly understand someone, it was important to learn

about their histories.

Similarly, to understand oneself, one must

look at one's past as well as one's present and future.

Thus, the

adolescent's time perspective broadened throughout the third phase,
and encompassed past, present, and future.

This broadened time

perspective was reflected in the interviewees' emphasis on finding
out about their new peers' family backgrounds as a way of

understanding their current lifestyles.
Participants' focus on independence was found to decrease during
this phase.

In particular,

independence as defined by rules,

caretaking responsibilities, and geographical distance was mentioned
relatively infrequently by interviewees at this time.

Instead,

on
emphasis on independence appeared to be replaced by emphasis

individuation.

Experiencing oneself to be a capable, whole

in this phase.
individual in the world was important to adolescents

:
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Feeling competent and able to care for oneself was separated from its
previous association with geographical distance.

Over the course of

this phase, participants began to emphasize interdependence,

reflecting an increase in connections with others and a heightened
ability to be in relationships involving mutual caretaking.

With

their enhanced security in their differentiation from others,

adolescents in this phase became more tolerant of their own feelings
of dependence on others.

Self-esteem underwent dramatic changes in this third phase of
development.

The most common pattern was an initial dramatic rise in

the adolescent's self-esteem as her feelings toward the transitional

object faded away.

The quality of this self-esteem tended to be very

exaggerated, intense, and emphatically self-based.

The role of other

people in one's self-evaluation diminished significantly at this
time.

When asked to describe themselves, participants responded with

answers such as
I'm getting to like myself a lot more, no matter what
sophomore).
anyone else thinks of me (Gwen, 19 yrs
.

Others were more emphatic.

,

Ellen (19 yrs., sophomore) stated;

I'm on
feel really good about myself all the time.
I'm
think
I
great.
I'm
think
I
an all-time high.
thinking
of
turmoil
new
this
I'm going through
awesome.
to
trying
to
opposed
of myself as a good person as
confusing.
it's
show that I'm a good person, so
I

The most common response to the question about what was the most

important thing in the adolescent's life right now was "me."
This dramatic increase in self-love was associated with the

ending of the transitional object relationship.

It appeared that the

self-esteem
adolescent shifted her perception of the source of her

.
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from the object to herself.

Following the model presented above of

the transitional object as a replacement for the parents, this shift

can be understood as the adolescent's transferring her narcissistic
cathexes (the psychological energies underlying self-esteem) from her

parents to the transitional object, and ultimately to her own,

increasingly differentiated, self.

Now the holder of these cathexes,

the adolescent no longer needed the transitional object.

As this

energy was brought in basically unmodulated, the adolescent showed a

heightened narcissism that was more dramatic than in any other
phase
Two other factors were understood as being associated with this

heightened narcissistic presentation.

One is that the adolescent's

perceptions continued to be characterized by some degree of
splitting, albeit a lesser degree than in earlier phases.

In this

sense, this narcissism appeared to represent the idealization of her
self, with the presumed devalued shadow split- off and inaccessible at

this time.

In addition, the adolescent's state of differentiation

from her parents and others was understood to be in flux and fairly

newly developed at this time.

She was at the height of discovering,

acknowledging, and defining her own self separate from others;

connection with others was in some respects secondary.

Therefore, it

can be construed that the self that received the narcissistic energy
was especially "me -oriented" at this time.

This was reflected in the

"I don't care what others think" attitude that characterized self-

esteem early in this phase.
As this phase continued, defining an individuated self-concept

became a predominant concern.

Interviewees here focused on their
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need to think through and choose the kinds of perspectives,
values,
and beliefs that were right for them.

Reevaluation of their formerly

P^^®^^^lly "based choices was emphasized.

Many adolescents expressed

dismay and anxiety at finding that their prior "choices" had in fact
not been their own, and that they were not happy with their current
situations.

Sandy (22 yrs., senior) described this experience;

was taking a course, and I realized I didn't like
It was around that time that I started to feel
trapped.
It was probably the worst year of my life.
I was changing and what I wanted to do was changing
and I just wasn't happy with anything, really.
I just
felt like I had never really thought for myself about
what I wanted.
I

it.

Distinguishing the parental -based choices from one's own was a
difficult process for some, like Wendy (19 yrs., sophomore), who
stated:

don't want to pretend I'm living [my father's] life.
have to find what I really like. And maybe what he
likes seems good because it's interesting, but I don't
think it's the right thing for me.
So that's what I'm
scared about.
I want to find out what's right for
me, and that's really hard right now.
I

I

In spite of being anxiety provoking, this process of discovering

one's own interests and talents could also be seen to enhance selfesteem.

Gwen (19 yrs., sophomore) nicely described observing this

process in herself and others.

She reported:

see a lot of people coming to terms with themselves.
In
see a lot of people learning to like themselves.
high school, I noticed that people didn't like themselves
as much, and they were willing to just follow the
And it
I see people now are willing to learn.
crowd.
use
to
starting
They're
happier.
lot
makes them a
what they're interested in and learn about things they
See, a lot of
didn't think they'd be interested in.
have it
actually
lost,
people who think that they're
was going
what
knew
they
that
They think
on the ball.
just
and
I
here,
I'm
on in high school, and 'hey,
not
I'm
anymore;
found that I can't be an engineer
I

I
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smart enough.'
And I think they have more on the ball
than they think they do.
Because they're realizing
that this isn't what they're suited for, it isn't what
they want to do, and they're going for what they want
to do now.
And they're just not giving up. They're
not just saying 'I can't do it; I'm a failure.
I
can't run track and get a gold star like Dad did;
I'm a failure.'
And a lot of people are coming to
accept themselves because they realize they're not a
failure because they can't run track.
As adolescents in this phase worked to define their identities

and make choices about their lives, a shift appeared in their

presentation of their self-esteem.
presentation began to modulate.

The dramatic, narcissistic

This was understood to be associated

with two major factors: a transformation in one's self -definition,
and an increased emphasis on connection with others as a source of
self-esteem.

A transformation in the adolescent's self-def inition occurred in
the third phase as she was engaged in a process of discovering the

skills, talents, beliefs, and values that were right for herself.

This process necessarily involved gaining awareness of those things
that were wrong for her.

This implied acknowledging her limitations,

Although some

weaknesses, and limited capabilities in certain areas.

adolescents appeared prior to this time to be aware of these
limitations, sometimes painfully so, this third phase was a time of

self-assessment and coming to terms with one's identity.

Before this

phase, one's good and bad qualities tended to be kept separate, or
split.

It was not until this phase that interviewees were seen to

accept
directly acknowledge their good and bad qualities, and come to

these as all parts of the same self.

That is, this phase included a

process of integration of split parts of one's self.

As this process
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occurred, and self-love was brought together with self-hate to form

an integrated "good enough" identity, the adolescent's narcissistic

presentation diminished.

Self-esteem continued to initiate from

one's own self; that is, it was based on adhering to one's own chosen

values or beliefs.

However, self-esteem no longer was presented as

undiluted, unconditional self-love.

Vicky (19 yrs

balanced.

.

,

It was more realistic and

sophomore) illustrated this change:

think it's mainly that I see myself more for what I
I feel good about myself now.
I mean, I know my
limits.
But I also know my strengths.
I can just do
what I want and what I can, and be satisfied with it.
I

am.

Participants' descriptions of themselves in this phase were more
full, complex, and ambivalent (both positive and negative) than those

of participants in the other phases.

A representative Phase One and

Phase Three self -description are compared:
I guess I'd say I'm an independent
I don't know.
person,
I don't want to have to rely on anyone for
I'm a lot like my
I don't know.
anything. Ummm. ...
We're both not very outgoing. I don't know
mom.
(Amy, 19 yrs., sophomore. Phase One).

Urn,

I like the fact that I like who I am, and that I
believe in what I do. And I like that I'm open; I
think I'm receptive and responsive to other people's
I don't like the fact that I'm very, urn,
needs.
1 mean, I love people
independent, in the sense that
I like my time
but
people,
with
sharing
and I love
get irritated
can
so.
I
much
alone, sometimes too
all the time
there
someone
when I feel like there's
that because
like
don't
And
I
and I can't be alone.
other person.
the
to
unfair
it's not their fault; it's
confident,
pretty
feels
who
I'm also the kind of person
sometimes
But
feelings.
and I'm good at expressing my
make
can't
I
that
I feel like I have to be perfect,
Three).
Phase
(Jill, 19 yrs., freshman.
mistakes

third
The shift in self-esteem during the latter part of the

relationships.
phase was also associated with a renewed emphasis on
the transitional
After the "me-oriented" period immediately following

phase, during which the adolescents focused on defining themselves as

separate from others, there was a period of a renewed sense of

connection with others.

This type of connection was qualitatively

different from earlier connections with others, in that it appeared
to be a connection between differentiated partners.

Differentiation

did not imply lack of closeness; these relationships could be very
close and intense.

Interviewees here increasingly focused on a sense

of self-esteem derived from their relationships.

Unlike previous

phases, when parents or other objects were the sources of self-esteem

due to the adolescent's lack of differentiation from them, this phase

was characterized by the interviewees themselves feeling good about

and being proud of their relationships.

The importance of pleasing

others returned in this phase, but in the context of the adolescent's

growing respect for others' feelings.

Sandy (22 yrs., senior)

described how:
The pleasure
great gift.

I
I

get out of giving to other people is a
mean, it's overwhelming.

Pleasing parents became important again at this time, as well.
For example, adolescents here spoke of deriving pleasure from doing

things to make their parents happy, provided that those activities

did not go against the adolescent's own, separate beliefs or values.
Sometimes,

"giving in" was seen as the best alternative.

In

addition, when she followed her own beliefs but was aware that her

parents disapproved of or were unhappy with her choice, the

adolescent here reported feeling guilty or sad about her parents
unhappiness.

She did not, however, tend to report feeling guilty

being
about breaking a rule, nor did she perceive herself as

.
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intentionally hurtful.

Instead, she more clearly differentiated

between her parents' rules and her own.

Thus,

the guilt and

diminished self-esteem in this regard were associated with hurting
someone with whom she was connected.

An illustration from Sandy (22

yrs., senior) highlighted this:

Right up until the past couple of years, I would do
things for my mother.
I mean, everything they said
was the way I was living.
Now, for the first time,
I'm taking a different turn on the path than they had
anticipated [by moving in with my boyfriend]. And I'm
not doing it to hurt anyone or to be deceitful in any
way.
I'm just doing it for me, and for me and him,
right now.
I'm not trying to be disrespectful in any
way.
But you got to understand, I've got my own life.
But I do feel guilty sometimes, because I know they
don't like this decision.
I'm really sorry about
that
Changes in Relationships with Parents in Phase Three:
Connections between Adults
The changes in the adolescents' relationships with their parents

paralleled the changes in the themes described above.

Adolescents in

this phase made a significant shift in their perceptions of and

connections with their parents; these relationships were transformed
from parent-child relationships to relationships among more equal,

adult partners.
The status of the adolescent's relationships with her parents

was in flux as she moved from the transitional phase.

Having used

her chosen transitional object or objects as symbols and replacements
for her parents, she had achieved a certain degree of separation

between her self and her representations of her parents.

She had

practiced the processes of integration and differentiation with the
symbolic parents (i.e., the transitional object), and had gained from
that practice more developed capacities for ambivalence and

that practice more developed capacities for ambivalence and

separateness.

Furthermore, having transferred her own narcissistic

energies from her parents to her transitional object(s), and then to
herself, the adolescent had decathected her parents to some degree.
She had in turn recathected her self.

This implied that the

adolescent in this phase had more developed ego capacities on which
to draw in her continued growth.

In addition, she had a stronger

investment in her self and a more modulated investment in her
parents, which were seen to facilitate the work ahead.

Adolescents in this phase were going through a process of
discovering their talents and limitations.
failing tests or classes.

Some had experienced

Others were coming to see that the major

or career path they had originally wanted was not within their

abilities or interests.

A significant element in this exploration

process involved learning that their original plans had not truly

been their own.

The adolescents discovered that they had not fully

thought out their choices.

A common experience here was one in which

the adolescent came to feel that her original choices, which she in

some way associated with her parents, did not suit her.

This

association with the parents was not necessarily a directly blaming
Nevertheless, the adolescent's original choices tended to occur

one.

within the context of an undifferentiated relationship with her
parents, and were thus construed as theirs more than hers.
yrs

.

,

Diane (22

senior) described this:

My mom didn't really tell me what to major in, but
still, I think she pushed a lot. And I've achieved
some things, which is good, but I don't know if they
were necessarily the things I would pick for myself,
if I'd had a choice.

.
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Thsire were two major implications of the adolescent’s learning

that her choices had not fully been her own, or that she was not

suited for what she was "groomed" for.

If her parents had chosen for

her or guided her toward paths she ultimately did not like or for

which she was not suited, then the adolescent had to face that her
parents were wrong, and that her parents did not know her well
enough
That her parents were wrong in this way was experienced

differently by the participants than the day-to-day wrongs that most
individuals tend to experience with their parents.
a significantly more profound way,

This was felt in

in that it reflected that her

parents were mistaken in their most basic understanding of their
daughter.

The adolescent was again confronted with a challenge to

her perception of her parents' omniscience and omnipotence.
Interviewees at this time described the need to question and examine

what had been their most basic assumptions of themselves, as they
were forced to acknowledge that the foundation of these (i.e., their
parents) were in fact fallible.

This questioning was reflected in

the recurrence of a period of exploration, as described earlier.

The ongoing process of change in the adolescent's use of

splitting was aided at this time, as well.

Facing her parents'

fallibilities encouraged the awareness of split-off devalued
feelings.

Early in this phase, participants' feelings of anger,

disappointment, and betrayal toward their parents increased.

Some

interviewees alluded to a belief that their parents had intentionally

deceived them into believing that their [the parents'] way was the
only, right way,

)

implying that they secretly knew that there were
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other potentially viable options that they did not share with their
daughters.

These feelings were associated with a perceived decrease

in the adolescent's connection with her parents.

She emphasized that

she was discovering her own values, and that her parents were to have

no place in that value system.

Ellen (19 yrs

.

,

sophomore) stated at

this time that "my parents are nothing to me now."

Initially, increased contact with her split-off, hateful

feelings initiated

feelings of sadness for the adolescent as well.

This was understood as a mourning process, as the adolescent was in

effect "losing" the perfect, familiar parents.

These parents were

being integrated with their corresponding devalued aspects, and were
being transformed into whole, good-and-bad objects.

The adolescent

had been prepared for this process in her relationship with her
transitional objects, and to some extent had worked these issues out
in that relationship.

That relationship had also taught her that she

could survive this integration process.

As a result, most

adolescents in this phase were able to move through this process of

integration without overwhelming anxiety.

Their perceptions of their

parents grew more balanced and more reality-based.

They were

significantly more aware of and articulate in describing what they
liked and disliked about their parents.

The intensity of affect

associated with their parents modulated, and was no longer
characterized by extremes and exaggerations.

The adolescent was

achieving the capacity for ambivalence in her relationships with her
parents.

She could accept their being "good enough."

her
The second implication of the adolescent's discovery that
parents had
parents' choices for her were not accurate was that her
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not known her well enough.

This reinforced the growing sense of

differentiation between an adolescent and her parents.

If her

parents did not know her well enough, then there was a "her," a self,
to be known

,

a self with qualities,

likes, dislikes,

talents,

interests, and choices that existed separate from the parents.

Furthermore, as the adolescent began to see herself as an individual
to be known, so did she come to see her parents as people who could

be known and understood.

It was in this context that two main

representations of furthered differentiation emerged:

The increased

awareness and articulation of both similarities to and differences
from her parents, and a heightened interest in and curiosity about

her parents as separate people.

These paralleled similar changes in

adolescents' relationships with their peers and others, as described
earlier.

Interviewees' presentations of their descriptions of their

parents changed dramatically during this phase.

The level of

complexity and richness rose significantly, and the interviewer was

much more able to come to "know" the parents of participants in the
third phase than those of participants in the two earlier phases.
Typically, as adolescents continued to differentiate themselves from
their parents, they emphasized their feeling that "I don't think

I

really know my parents that well," or "she kind of confuses me.

I

don't understand her" (Gwen, 19 yrs., sophomore).

Rarely heard in

the interviews prior to this phase, the adolescents' presentations

began to reflect their awareness of their parents as people with
separate perspectives that could be known.

This awareness helped

feeling earlier
dissipate some of the anger the adolescent had been

.

regarding being "duped" by her parents to believe that their

perspective was right, when she had in fact discovered it was wrong.
Here, she began to realize that perhaps her parents' perspectives

were right for them

,

but were not necessarily right for her.

This awareness of parents as people to be understood was

followed by an increased interest in and curiosity about the
parents.

Adolescents began to ask their parents questions about

their lives and beliefs, and attempted to understand their parents'

perspectives without judging them.

This process was anxiety-

producing to some, who reported their reluctance to ask questions for
fear of what they would find.

Vicky (19 yrs

.

,

sophomore) described

this fear:
I think I better understand my parents in general.
We've gotten to know each other a lot better. I used
to be afraid to know, and 1 was afraid to ask.
When
you're younger you don't want to know anything about
their background or anything like that. And I think
now, I've just opened up.
I'll say 'so. Dad, what did
you really do when you were this age?' And just pick
up little things from his past. And I think I have
gotten to know him as a person better.
I had worried
about asking them before. Maybe because I feel that
I'm gonna overstep my boundaries in asking, you know?
Maybe that they don't want me to know. Maybe another
side of me is saying, 'what if something terrible went
on?'
I think it's just a general fear; I've always
thought, what if she's gonna tell me something that I
really don't want to hear?

In fact, Vicky's worst fear was realized by Gwen (19 yrs., sophomore)

who described how she tried to get to know her parents:
And then I
I used to wish that I really knew them.
just started getting to know them, and I didn't really
So, I just stopped wishing
like them all that much.
that, 'cause I couldn't really wish for them to be
'Cause a person is who
different from who they were.
they are
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For the majority of the interviewees who described this

increased desire to get to know their parents, however, there was a
sense of acceptance, if not excitement, about what they found.
was a renewed interest in their parents'

and traditions.

,

There

and their own, histories

This corresponded with the broadening time

perspective of participants in this phase.

Adolescents emphasized

talking more with their parents, and reconnecting with them in an
attempt to achieve mutual understanding.

Sandy (22 yrs

.

,

senior) had

been struggling with differentiating her own religious beliefs from
those she had been taught by her parents.

She described how she:

...explained to my parents...! put a salt shaker on
the table and said, 'here's our Catholic religion.
You're all looking at it from that direction, and I'm
looking at it from this direction. No one has the
And I'm hoping they're going to
same look at it.'
give me that space, to look at things from my direction.
And I want to hear about theirs ... .because I want to
know about their ways of doing things. I thrive on my
background; I'm very proud of it.

A heightened awareness of their parents' perspectives, and an
associated acceptance of their right to have their own perspectives,
were heard from most of the interviewees in this phase.

This was

reflected in Diane's (21 yrs., senior) statement:
I've gained a perspective where I can kind of see
where he's coming from, even if I don't endorse it.
Like, we fight about politics; he's a Republican and
I'm a Democrat Socialist. And I can see where he's
coming from, 'cause he's got a family to support and
And I can realize
all these other responsibilities.
I can understand
before.
that a lot easier than I did
better now.

end of the
The status of the individual's relationships at the

allowed her to be a
time period studied in this research was one that

young adult, rather than a child.

Paradoxically, it was in this
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third phase that the interviewees tended to reemphasize their parents
as "parents," rather than as "friends" or "best friends."

More

secure in their differentiation and their identities, they appeared
able to tolerate the generational boundaries without fearing the risk
of regressing back into a childlike, undifferentiated state.

They

had developed a sufficient sense of themselves as adults to allow
themselves to be their parents' children again.

Being a child was

now emphasized in terms of the importance of connection with family
traditions and background, and ultimately bringing these traditions
into the next generation.

Women here began to talk about their

expectations that their relationship with their parents, especially
their mothers, would continue to develop, and would intensify when
the subject herself married and had children.

Interviewees at the end of this time period could be described
as separated, differentiated,

and connected young adults.

They had

developed a sense of themselves based on their own chosen values,
beliefs, and perspectives.

The parental rules and values that had

defined them had been reconsidered and thought through from the
individuals' own separate perspectives, and may or may not have been

integrated into their own belief system.

These women had a broad

time perspective, allowing them to link past, present, and future in

their understanding of themselves and others.

Basically secure in their abilities to care for themselves and
to provide themselves with their own self esteem,

the young adults

interdependent
were able to reconnect with others and to enter into

relationships in which mutual caretaking could occur.

Concerned

they
about the feelings of others as well as their own feelings,

.

.
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derived pleasure and satisfaction from making important people in
their lives feel good.

With the modification of splitting, and the integration of

previously divided aspects of themselves, their parents, and other
important objects, the women at the end of this time were able to at
least tolerate, usually accept, and at times even embrace others for
all their qualities, for the good and the bad.

Interviewees in the

third phase consistently reported feeling calmer, more relaxed, and
more grounded; no longer was life viewed in extremes.

Aware that

other people exist, have perspectives of their own, and are entitled
to these perspectives,

for what they do

these women came to understand others' reasons

From this phase

.

,

they were ready to move on into

young adulthood.
Case Illustrations of the Three-Phase Process of Development

Extended excerpts from two interviews are presented here to
illustrate the process of development in women through late
adolescence.

The sequence presented follows that of the interview.

freshman); When I first left for school, I felt
Jill (19 yrs
I was able
like I needed the freedom and the independence.
to just do whatever I wanted, without having to worry
about being responsible to someone else or answering to
Since I've been away, there's been a lot more
anyone else.
I feel a lot
freedom in my relationships with my parents.
more confident in expressing my feelings and sharing
things with them.
.

,

.

.

R.S.: How do you see yourself as like your father?
Jill:

think I'm a lot like him; we're both kind of
perfectionis tic regimented. We're both really into
I think I learned from him how to keep myself
commitment.
motivated when I set out to do something. There are
I've gone through changes in my
differences, though.
We didn't used to be so different, but my
views.
traditional views have changed. Well, maybe more of a
growth than change
I

,
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R.S.: What do you expect your relationship with him will be like
in five years or so?

Jill:

think I'm going to realize more about him.
I started to
look at him from his point of view rather than from my
point of view. And ever since then, I've learned new
things about him and I see, I see more positive things than
bad things. I realize, the things I see as negative, I
realize why he does them. And so in five years, I think
I'll know him better, and I'll see him better.
It will be
closer, more enhanced.
I

R.S.: What was it like for you to see those negative things?
Jill:

can't even really say that they're bad now.
It's more
of an understanding of how he interprets something as
opposed to how I interpret something, and it doesn't have a
bad feeling. I don't feel misunderstood now like I used
to.
And now I just more see that I know where he's coming
from.
So I know what I have to do in order to deal with
what I'm going through.
I

R.S.: You said you used to feel misunderstood?

Jill:

used to feel really misunderstood. I felt like he was
expecting me to do something and not really allowing me
to do it.
Just demanding it from me. And then I just
began to see that it doesn't matter what they think or
what they see, I know who I am and, you know, I just
have to show them that they're wrong.
I

R.S.: How do you think your Dad feels about these changes?
Jill:

And I think he feels
I think he feels good about them.
excited about the fact that I'm taking the time to think
about them. He's proud of me, and I think he really
respects me, which is good.

R.S.: Does that feel important to you?
'Cause I can be
Jill: Not as much proud of me as respecting me.
what
I wanted to
done
I've
that
know
proud of myself when I
always
can
everybody
not
not,
do, and I know that it's
not
proud
is]
being
[his
understand that, so that's
But just that he respects me and he
important to me.
I think for a really long
supports me is important to me.
time, I felt that I had this thing that I had to live up
done
I felt like my school work, and most of what I've
to.
good
really
a
throughout my life, even though it's built
basis for me morally, a lot of the things that I did, I did
good
I tried really hard in school to get
because of him.
a
than
lower
grades because I knew I couldn' t bring home
didn't
And I knew that, I didn't do things because I
B.
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want to cause problems with him.
I didn't want to do what
I thought he thought would be wrong.
And I always wanted
to do what I thought he thought was right, and what he
wanted me to do. I saw that as him being proud of me, as
much as me just doing what I was supposed to do. But that
started to change.
I went to school, and I was getting
exposed to things that I've never been exposed to, and
realizing other things. I started to separate myself from
his wants, and started to see possibly my wants. And
contrasting them to these things that were actually going
on.
And that started to make me see new things by myself.
A lot of this started. .See, I got in this relationship.
From the beginning it was almost completely emotional.
From the beginning we immediately just, it was a very
intense relationship.
For the first time it was someone I
felt I could completely and wholly share myself with, my
inner self. And he appreciated that. And that really
really helped me, in feeling more confident in who I was
and what I believed in.
Because I finally had someone who
was a part of it, like a part of me. He was a lot like me,
very sensitive. He liked to sit and stare at the stars
and listen to the wind. He had an incredible sense of his
surroundings and his person. Very much like myself. I
felt like he was the only thing, and I couldn't survive
without him.
.

I felt like I needed to hear him tell me that he loved
me and I needed to hear him tell me all these good things
about myself, in order for them to be true. But, after a
I think we started to depend
while, I found, I don't know.
I was
on each other too much for our strength. Or, I did.
giving a lot, and it started to feel like I was giving a
Then I wasn't able to find that place
lot of myself away.
where I could give to him and still give to myself. So, I
I started to see that he
felt like I needed to be away.
needed things right away; he was impatient. I realized
that it was because of his family and how he was raised.
And I just needed
But, I couldn't give him all he needed.
I
don't know.
now.
.1
And
independence.
own
have
my
to
him.
needing
really
just stopped

And
,

.

R.S.: And when it ended...?
I have a lot more faith in
Jill: Now, I'm a lot more confident.
inferior before, but now
feel
to
I used
my own abilities.
don't feel superior,
I
anyone.
I don't feel inferior to
And I don't feel that
anyone.
but I don't feel inferior to
other people and
in
differences
I have to compensate for
be different from
to
going
myself, because I know that I'm
And that if
me.
from
everyone, and they'll be different
that s
then
enjoyable,
someone finds those attributes
So I
friends.
be
to
meant
If not, then we weren't
great.
outlook
optimistic
more
just have a lot better positive and
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about myself and my relationships with other people.
I
feel better about myself.
I guess in some ways he's still
a part of me, but I can separate myself.
R.S.: What do you expect it will be like when you go back home
[a Midwestern state] this summer?
Jill:

think, with my parents, it will be better.
Being away,
I've gotten to be closer with them, especially lately,
I think.
It'll be better because I'm going to have a
proximity to spend the time with them, and now I have
the insight and the desire to get to know them better. So
I think it's going to be a lot more stimulating and
fruitful. And I'm really looking forward to having that
time to get to know them better and to share what I've
discovered with them.
I

But, still, I can even now feel the separation,
the divergence, especially with my friends from home.
I'm changing in ways that my friends aren't, and they're
changing in new ways. And the ones that, like, that I
was never close with but just had a good time with,
I don't think those will change as much, because there
wasn't such an intensity.
It was casual enough that my
time away and going back won't have that much of an impact
on the relationships.
But my other friendships, where
they were really close, really shared a lot, I think...
I'm really feeling right now that I'm not as close to my
friends, and I'm not going to be.
There's a feeling of
loss, but an acceptance in knowing that, though I'm not
going to be as close or share as much, I'm just going to be
losing that time with that person, but I haven't lost
'Cause they're still very much a part of me.
that person.
And we'll keep in touch maybe, and who knows .. .maybe we'll
eventually come together because we have been together for
But I just know I'm going to find something more.
so long.
Either in someone else or in myself, but that's okay.

junior): When I first went to college [a local
Nancy (23 yrs
community college], I really didn't know what I wanted to
I think my parents kind of talked me into going
go for.
I did well in the classes, but I really
into business.
didn't like them. And I was afraid to change my major at
I was afraid my parents weren't going to be
the time.
supportive ....
.

,

Leaving home, I felt at the time, like, my mother, she did
And I never did anything. I never did my
a lot for us.
own laundry or anything. And I was afraid, I had all these
fears like if I go away, that I won't be able to do that
It was ridiculous in a way, but that's how
kind of stuff.
Looking back, I relied on my parents a lot. Like
I felt.
more than I rely on my friends and stuff now. And I felt

.
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like I needed them, more than I do now.
I think I looked,
I tried to get good grades to try to get their praise
without... it wasn't really because I wanted it for myself,
it was more like I wanted praise for what I was doing.
I was living home, and I went to school.
It was great.
I liked it because it was all new people
not people from
my high school. All these new people.
It was like a
family, almost.
And the people were older than me.
I felt
more comfortable, and I felt like it was something I wanted
to do, and I felt a lot more independent.
And there was
one woman, Mary, she was ten years older than me, and she
had three kids. We became really close. She was a good
influence on me.
She sort of played a mother role, I think
now, but she also helped me not be so serious about
things.
She's black, and it's funny, but I'd never really
been exposed to black people at all before that. She's the
kind of person who tries to take care of people. And it's
funny, as soon as I met her, it's like I wanted to be
friends with her.
I wanted her to be my friend.
And I
just remember feeling like so attached to her.
I was
always proud about being with her, and being seen with
her.
Looking back, I'm not exactly sure why, because it's
not like she was a real popular kid or anything.
I mean,
she was an older mother of three!
,

Still, that's how I felt.
But after a while, I started
to feel, like... She had so many responsibilities.
She
had a family, and I didn't have any strings attached.
Then I remember that sometimes I'd feel embarrassed about
Also,
her, like when she would make stupid jokes in class.
need
that
didn't
Maybe it's
I
it was just, I don't know.
someone who was so good at taking care of people anymore
I
It just wasn't as close.
So, it got a lot different.
just stopped feeling that way about her.

R.S.: What happened after that?

Nancy: Well, during the time I was spending a lot of time with
Mary, you know, I was still living home, and my mother and
Mostly 'cause I was
I started getting into arguments more.
But, I had also
so busy, and running around all the time.
I made sure, like, I
started doing things for myself.
started doing those things I was afraid I couldn't do.
Mary used to tease me about it, 'cause here she was doing
laundry for all her kids, and I was wanting to learn how
But, by the end, I felt really prepared
to do laundry.
I felt a
I felt like I needed to move on.
to leave then.
a new
in
off
starting
about
myself,
about
lot more sure

place ....
gone
R.S.: Can you describe any other changes you felt you've
through in college?

I

.
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Nancy:

think a big one was, I've been realizing, I think I
always wanted to please my father, all my life, until a
couple of years ago. And I really don't know why, but it
was there.
Like I always felt like I wanted to shine in
his eyes.
It was more pleasing I think him than my mother,
but it was her, too.
I just stopped trying.
I got to the
point where I knew that I wasn't happy, like trying to
please other people, especially him.
Because I found out
it just wasn't working for me.
I wouldn't feel any
satisfaction. And I started feeling like I want to do what
I. want
to do.
It was kind of like burning up inside of
me.
I felt like, I can do what I want to do, and I don't
have to have his approval for it. And I got to the point
where I felt, if he doesn't like what I'm going to do, then
that's too bad.
'Cause I have to try something that I really
want to do
I

think I used to worship my father.
I think I used to
feel like everything he did was great.
And then I started
looking at him more as a person, and saying, "well, so what
if he disagrees with something that I want to do?" Then,
"maybe he's not God; he doesn't know everything that's
right for me."
'Cause remember, he's the one who thought
I should go into Business.
And before that, I don't know
exactly how that came about, but I realize now that I
definitely like worshipped him. And then I stopped it,
because I started seeing, like, I would try to fight with
him.
I had to push that, and if I hadn't, I don't know
what would've happened. So I started feeling more like,
I can't take everything he says and think that it's right,
without even thinking about it. It was hard. I really
didn't like the way it felt. Because it was kind of scary
And I
to me, too.
Like, wow, this person is human too.
felt, before, I felt like I could look up to him all the
time, and I could always get sort of protection from him in
But then I started thinking, well, I have to do
a way.
things for myself, and I have to think things through. And
Now, I feel a lot further from him
it was kind of scary.
And I do
I don't rely on his opinions as much.
in a way.
But sometimes I even
a lot of things without telling him.
And
feel guilty, 'cause I know he wouldn't agree with it.
anything
done
haven't
but
I
about
it,
him
don't
tell
I
So
But I also know how he feels.
wrong.
I know that.
me.
affects
still
stuff like that

I

Like, it's nice
His approval plays just a little role now.
I know
Because
it.
hear
to
need
to hear it, but I don't
when
than
intense
more
is
that how 1 feel from something
like
something
says
he
somebody else tells me. Like if
"wow, you did a good job, you had a great semester, you had
good grades," that doesn't affect me as much as getting a C
in Methods and knowing that I worked really hard for it,
So I know inside that I worked hard
even though it's a C.

.
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it.
So like I don*t have to have his approval anymore,
but it's nice to have it sometimes..,,

R.S.; What about your mother?

Nancy: She never says anything about her life or anything.
I used
to look at my mother as a person who did everything for me
and who was there for things like that, to talk to. But I
realize I never really talked to her. And now that I'm up
here and don't need her to do things for me, I feel like
there's nothing there sometimes. Like we don't know each
other that well at all. And it's just scary sometimes.
I
think I want to improve our relationship.
I think things
will be different if I ever have my own family, or even if
I just get married.
.

,

R.S.; So, you were saying about the changes you went through...?

Nancy: The thing I said before, how I used to worship my father.
And now, things changed. I started seeing him as someone
human, instead of somebody flawless. And I think when I
started seeing that, I used to seek approval, and then I
started evaluating things on my own more. And now I feel
like I can initiate my own ideas about my life without
having to check them out with him. It used to be, I
couldn't do anything alone. And I never stood up for
I've become, not a loner, but I do things more on
myself.
I stick up for myself and for other people.
my own.
Before I wouldn't; before I was afraid I wouldn't be
accepted if I stuck up for myself.
R.S.: Do you have any ideas about how these changes came about?

Nancy: What happened was, I started, I relied on my friends more.
Especially, I think I relied on Mary. And then I had a
little more courage to do things I wanted to do. And some
of my classes some of them would make me challenge my
Now I feel more directed by myself.
beliefs.
,

These interviewees' descriptions of their lives, the changes in
their senses of themselves, and the transformations of their

relationships throughout their late adolescence illustrated a

significant proportion of the major issues presented in this
section.

the
It was directly from their words, and from the words of

was
other adolescents interviewed, that the model presented here

developed.
I
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Although there were innumerable differences in the individual
qualities of these participants, including their histories, their
family systems, their own unique talents and limitations, and the
kinds of objects they chose as important to them, the processes

through which they experienced growth, change, and transformation

through late adolescence appeared to follow the same three phases of

Separation and Discovery, Use of Transitional Objects, and

Integration and Reconnection.

Each of these women showed evidence of

a decreased use of splitting and increased level of differentiation

in their organization of their experiences and perceptions of their

relationships.

These changes were associated for each woman with

changes in their self-esteem, sense of independence, time
perspective, and reactions to diversity.

In addition, each

interviewee appeared to develop a relationship that fit the

characteristics of, and served the purposes of, transitional
objects.

These objects were identified by the subject as having been

extremely important, serving a purpose, and fading away in
intensity.

Their stories showed these relationships to be a pivotal

experience in their processes of change.

Following these

experiences, the interviewees went on to significantly transform

themselves and their relationships, and they entered young adulthood

with differentiated yet connected selves.

CHAPTER 4
DISCUSSION

The goals of this study were to explore and describe the

important elements and processes of late adolescent development in
women.

Both the major characteristics and the underlying process of

change through this developmental stage were examined.

Thus, this

study focused not only on what changed, but on why and how these
changes occurred.

The adolescents in this study were not

precategorized according to any existing developmental scheme.
Instead, every attempt was made to learn about development directly

from the words of the people who were currently going through the
process.

In that sense, the results presented here, and the

theoretical model derived from these results, were truly grounded in
the actual experiences of developing adolescents.

The results of this study are considered in this Discussion in

several ways.

First, they contribute a model for normal development

in late adolescence.

That model, presented fully in the Results

section of this paper, is summarized below.

Comparisons of this

model with existing models of development through late adolescence
are then presented.

In addition, the developmental process

discovered in this study can be applied as a model for development
through all life stages.

This general model, and its relation to

other life-span developmental models, is then discussed.

Finally,

study are
the limitations and implications of the findings of this

presented.
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The Process of Development in Late Adolescence

Four major themes emerged as salient areas of change throughout
late adolescence:

independence and connection, time orientation,

response to diversity, and self-esteem.

Changes in these areas were

found to be mediated by changes in two modes of organizing perceptions
of relationships, splitting and differentiation.

Development through

late adolescence was found to be best characterized as an interaction

among these factors, and appeared to follow a three-phase process.

While movement through this process was found to be associated with
the adolescent's year in school and with her moving away from her

family's home, the correspondence was not a perfect one.

The time of

onset of each phase was different for different individuals

regardless of their year in school, age, or living arrangements.
However, the same process was found to occur, in the same order, for

each of the adolescents interviewed.
The first phase of development was one of separation and
discovery.

In this phase, adolescents were characterized by a

present-oriented time perspective, a strong sense of independence

based on geographical distance from parents, and self-esteem derived
from a parent -child framework.

Increased awareness and use of

diversity in this phase led to a period of exploration of identity
and relationship options
a future perspective.

.

Time orientation began to include more of

Relationships with parents in this phase,

be
initially characterized by a high level of splitting, began to

herself from
tested by the adolescent as she started to differentiate
them.

their
Adolescents were found to create two sets of images of

parents,

"parents as friends" when the adolescents were
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geographically distant from them, and "parents as parents" when the
adolescents were at home.

The perceptions of the parents at home as

static, idealized, and omnipresent helped the adolescent maintain a

stable and cohesive image of herself and her parents in the face of

her current changes, disillusionments

,

and feelings of separation.

The second phase involved the creation and use of relationships
that served as mediators of the transition from adolescence to young

adulthood.

In this phase, the adolescent entered into a relationship

with an object (a person, persons, or experience) to which she
assigned qualities that reflected salient aspects of her
relationships with her parents.

The adolescent's perceptions of

these transitional object relationships were characterized by the use
of splitting and by a notable lack of differentiation between the

adolescent and her chosen object.

Within this context, the

adolescent- transitional object relationship became the framework for
feelings of independence and self-esteem, and for self -definition.
At this time, the adolescent's parental self- objects declined in

importance as the adolescent transferred her narcissistic cathexes
from them to the transitional object.
The transitional object was understood as existing both

externally and internally to the adolescent.

For an object to be

suitable for use as a transitional object, it had to sufficiently

match the qualities with which the adolescent needed to endow
that it would not be challenged.

it,

so

It also had to be sufficiently

different from the adolescent's perceptions of it to allow her to
between
discover these differences, which clarified the boundaries
differentiation
the adolescent and the object and facilitated her
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firom it.

T1i 6

discovery end ecceptance without overwhe lining anxiety

of the differences between the adolescent's idealized perceptions and
the real imperfections of the object allowed for the decreased use of

splitting in her relationship with the object.

These shifts occurred

in an interactive manner with the adolescent's taking back onto

herself, or internalizing, the narcissistic cathexes she had attached
to the transitional object.

As she separated from the object, she no

longer needed it to provide her with her esteem and self -definition;
and,

as she could increasingly provide her own self-esteem and self-

definition, she could separate from the object.
The transitional object was used as a symbol for the parents, in

relation to which the adolescent could "practice" separating,
differentiating, and integrating split images.

It also functioned as

a replacement for the parents in its role as a "way station" for the

adolescent's narcissistic energies, between their being cathected to
the parents and being cathected to the adolescent's self.

As the

adolescent internalized the functions she had temporarily assigned to
the transitional object (e.g., self-esteem regulation,

organization)

,

her ego capacities were enhanced.

identity

She could now begin

to provide for herself what her parents, via the transitional object,

This led her into the third phase, that of

had provided for her.

integration and reconnection.
The third phase was a period of identity integration and

reconnection.

The adolescent began to choose, and take

responsibility for, her own values, beliefs, and perspectives.

With

able to
an increasingly differentiated sense of self, she was more

identify her own needs

,

and to evaluate options based on those
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needs.

Her sense of independence became less related to geographical

distance and more based on the ability to rely on her self for selfesteem.

Initially, as the adolescent internalized her narcissistic

energies from the transitional object by cathecting her new self,

self-esteem became highly "me-oriented.

"

As she began to reconnect

with others as a differentiated person, however, self-esteem

modulated and was based in relationships.
Major transformations in adolescents' relationships with their
parents occurred during this phase.

With decreased use of splitting

and increased differentiation, adolescents were able to tolerate

having good- enough, separate parents.

They began to work to

reconnect with and understand their parents' perspectives, and to
learn more about their family backgrounds and histories.

This

increased interest in understanding others' histories was associated

with a broadening time perspective, encompassing interactions between
the past, present, and future.

The ability to take others'

perspectives represented a decline in egocentricity

.

The

adolescent's view at the end of this phase was of a good-enough,

differentiated self in relation with good-enough, separate others.
She could now enter into adult relationships with peers, partners,

and her parents.

Comparison of the Three-Phase Model with Other Models
of Late Adolescent Development
The kinds of changes and transformations found here to be the

most salient aspects of late adolescent development are mirrored in,
and therefore validated by, the existing literature on late
adolescence.

First, external support for the four major
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characteristics of change found in this study is briefly discussed.
Then,

the emergent process of development discovered here,

including

the roles of splitting and differentiation, is compared to previous

research and other developmental models of late adolescence.
The Four Themes of Change

Time Orientation

Changes in orientation to time have been found to occur in late

adolescence by several researchers.

Colarusso (1988) studied the

development of time sense in adolescence, and he described a shift in
adolescence from living in the present to focusing on the future.

He

validated the .findings of the current study when he noted the change
in adolescents'

time sense in the context of academic success, citing

that late adolescents began to view grades in terms of the effect

they would have on future careers, rather than primarily in terms of

gaining immediate approval (Colarusso, 1988,

p.

193).

In addition,

his findings were in agreement with the findings in this study on the

importance to late adolescents of geographical distance from
parents.

He focused on the significance of physical location to time

perspective:

"...the intrapsychic process is stimulated by the

constant equations home ~ childhood past and present location = late

adolescent present "

(p.

191).

Colarusso'

s

(1988) associations

between location and time perspective mirrored those found in the
current study, and supported the current discovery of the ways in

vhich adolescents appeared to intensify their static, unchanging,
split view of their parents while they were experiencing dramatic

changes while away at college.

-

.
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Colarusso (1988) focused his attention on the achievement
in
late adolescence of a redefinition of one's childhood past.

Corresponding to the broadening time perspective found in this study
to occur in the third phase of development, Colarusso
(1988, p.

191)

cited the importance of "establishing a historical continuity.

One

cannot have a future without having a past."

He went on to say that

"the consolidation of the childhood past is a significant

intrapsychic force propelling the late adolescent to transform other
important aspects of the self that are vital to healthy functioning
in young adulthood"

(p.

192).

Thus, he supported the finding that

time orientation is a major element in the process of change in late

adolescence

Newman and Newman (1988) similarly found time orientation to
shift between adolescence and adulthood.

They highlighted the

broadening of late adolescents' time perspective, in which they came
to include past, present, and future in their time framework.

and Newman (1988,

p.

Newman

552) wrote that identity formation in

adolescence involves "a creative integration of past identifications,
future aspirations, and contemporary talents and abilities...."

This

was similar to the findings in the third phase of development

proposed here, during which adolescents were coming to terms with
their own current strengths and limitations, were looking to the

future regarding their careers and relationships, and were expressing
an increased interest in their family histories and traditions.

In

contrast to the broadened time perspective of individuals who had

achieved a young adult identity, the authors described the present
oriented perspective in those subjects they called "pre- identity
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adolescents.
identity,

For these adolescents who had not yet formed an adult

"there is no urgency because to them life lasts forever.

Their energy is focused more on contemporary issues which change from

week to week or month to month.

..

[They focus on the] rush of the

moment rather than the stability of working toward future goals"
(Newman & Newman, 1988, p. 556).

Supporting the findings of the

present study, these authors cited that these pre- identity
adolescents "are more likely to evaluate a dating relationship in
terms of what they get out of it.

They do not assess each

heterosexual relationship as having a potential for marriage.

Post-

identity adults are more likely to evaluate a relationship in terms
of mutuality and closeness" (p. 554).

Independence and Connection
That a sense of oneself as independent is a salient feature in
late adolescence was validated by the work of Frank et al.

(1988),

who found that independence and connection were significant

dimensions in late adolescent and young adult development.

As in the

present study, the authors found variation in subjects' perceived
levels of independence; these variations were associated with

different perceptions of their relationships to their parents.
Subjects who scored low on scales of perceived independence and

competence felt unable to cope with challenges and difficulties in
life without parents' assistance, relied on their parents to make

decisions, and felt anxious when their own judgments did not conform

with their parents' preferences or values.

Subjects with high scores

on scales of independence and competence felt confident in their

ability to function independently, and were able to make important

.
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decisions and choices without undue influence from their parents and
in accordance with self-determined values and preferences.

These low

and high scorers corresponded to the interviewees in Phase One and
Phase Three, respectively, in the present study.

Because Frank et

al.'s (1988) study was not a developmental one, it did not provide

data on the ways in which the sense of independence changed as

a

function of development.
Lasser and Snarey (1989) found different levels of development
to be related to changes in an individual's tendency to perceive

independence in terms of geographical distance.

They used

Loevinger's (1976) model of ego development to categorize subjects
into three developmental groups:

Postconformist.

Preconformist, Conformist, and

The subjects in the Postconformist group, which was

posited as the group with the most advanced ego development, "did not
equate geographical distance with emotional separation" (Lasser &
Snarey, 1989, p. 342).

In contrast. Preconformist adolescents

emphasized geographical distance in their considerations of
independence

Response to Diversity

Awareness and use of diversity was reported to be an important
factor in late adolescent development in several studies.

Allison

and Sabatelli (1988) suggested that late adolescence is a time in

which individuals are opening themselves toward the wider social
environment.

They stated that the increased awareness of the world

outside one's immediate frame of reference makes late adolescence
taking, an
"the first opportunity to engage in multiple -perspective

self-understanding
ability which permits increased role- taking and
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derived from viewing oneself as validated by others" (Allison
&
Sabatelli, 1988, p. 9).

They went on to describe the use by

adolescents of peer groups for exploration of new sources of personal
values.

In addition, the authors emphasized the importance during

this time of negating "childhood certainties" in the attempt to

establish an adult identity.

These findings supported the present

study's findings of the importance of diversity as a mediator of
change in late adolescence.

Awareness and exposure to diversity as

key aspects of the processes of exploring options, acknowledging and

taking other perspectives, and evaluating one's childhood values were

supported by findings from Allison and Sabatelli'

s

(1988) study.

Similarly, Newman and Newman (1988, p. 552) found that role

experimentation, in which "adolescents gradually become aware of the

variety of roles, values, and lifestyles in their culture," was an
integral part of late adolescent development.

This statement

mirrored the finding here that awareness of diversity was not
necessarily contingent upon changes in the adolescent's environment.
That is, Newman and Newman (1988) found awareness of differences and

diversity to be a developmental achievement and not merely a reaction
to a change in scenery.

Similarly, the present study found that the

shift toward increased awareness of diversity occurred for all late
adolescents, but did not necessarily begin in the context of moving

away from home.

For some it occurred later in college, and for some

it began in high school or when they enrolled in a local college

(i.e., when they were still living at home).
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Self-Esteem
Content and source of self-esteem have been found to be
important aspects of late adolescence in previous studies.
et al

.

Frank

(1988) found differences in self-esteem among late adolescents

and young adults that were similar to the differences found in this
study.

They described subjects who "closely monitored their behavior

in order to avoid parents' disapproval, anger, or retribution," and

distinguished them from subjects who "considered themselves, rather
than the parent, to be the best evaluator of their own self-worth and

were willing to risk disapproval by expressing needs or values that

clashed with those of the parent" (Frank et al.

,

1988, p.

734).

These two groups of subjects appeared to correspond to interviewees
in the first and third phases of development described in the present
study.

Lasser and Snarey (1988) similarly found self-esteem to

change in important ways throughout late adolescence.

Of particular

relevance to the study reported here, they described how their
subjects "occasionally did the exact opposite of what their mothers
wanted.

[They experienced] a dilemma about whether to please

themselves or please their mothers.
feel good about their decision.

In either case,

they did not

If they opted for doing what they

thought they wanted, they feared they would incur their mothers'
disapproval, which fed their own self -doubts about the validity of
their choice.

If they opted for pleasing their mothers, they did so

by denying their own inner promptings and believing that they were

wrong and their mothers were right" (Lasser & Snarey, 1988,
These findings lent support to the data in the present study

p.

,

337).

which

self-esteem
suggested that many adolescents' frame of reference for
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was relative to their parents.

Regardless of whether they actually

acted in ways to directly please their parents, their source of self-

esteem was perceived as residing in the parents.
The Three-Phase Process

The three phase process described here was validated by existing

studies of late adolescence.

Lasser and Snarey's (1988) study of ego

development in late adolescence defined development during this time
as "a process of growing away from the early stage of infantile

dependence, based on primary identification with the object (i.e.,
mother)

,

toward a state of mature dependence based upon

differentiation of the object from the self... Ego development
[involves] the evolution of intrapsychic differentiation of

self/other boundaries reflected transactionally in a decreased

dependency upon the environment (i.e., mother, father, or significant
others) and an increased degree of autonomy" (Lasser & Snarey, 1988,
p.

322).

They described adolescents at the earliest developmental

phase of late adolescence as relying on parents for feelings of selfworth, as defining their sense of independence in terms of

geographical distance, and as reporting a peer-like relationship with
their parents, especially their mothers.

Parents were viewed as

omniscient at this time, and the subjects felt unable to keep secrets
from them.

The authors noted the difficulty subjects in this

category had in describing their parents, corresponding to the lack
of articulation found in the present study.

These subjects appeared

achieved
quite different from the subjects they classified as having
express
higher levels of ego autonomy, who were found to be able to

parents
positive and negative feelings about themselves and their
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with ease, and who could readily share and articulate their thoughts
about themselves and their choices.

Parents of the adolescents in

this group were not described as peers, but as parents.

Subjects in

this group accepted the consequences of their own actions.

Fountain (1961) described the nature of the changes from late
adolescence into adulthood.

He listed five qualities of adolescence

that shifted with the entrance into young adulthood:

Intense and

often impermanent affect, a need for immediate gratification, limited

reality testing in the context of being unaware of the consequences
of one's actions,

inability to take another's point of view, and a

lack of concern with people or events that do not impinge on the

adolescent personally.

These five qualities were all seen in the

early phases of development in the present study, and corresponded to
the high degree of splitting, present-oriented time perspective,

egocentricity

,

and lack of differentiation found here.

In contrast,

for the young adult, "the world about him begins to exist in its own
right; he sees people as having needs and ideas of their own,

independently, and he no longer perceives them only as they relate to
him" (Fountain, 1961, pp. 422-423).

The differences reported by

Fountain (1961) between adolescence and young adulthood supported the
current findings of an increased ability to see and take the

perspectives of others, and a decreased egocentricity that came with

differentiation by the third phase.
Fountain (1961) alluded to the use of transitional objects in
his discussion of late adolescent development.

He described the use

shift in
of displacement by adolescents to help them manage the

cathexis from parents to self:

"By this process [i.e..

I
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displacement]

,

some of the intensity and ambivalence of feeling for

(for example) the father is displaced onto other persons; this

displacement reduces the intensity of the cathexis and resolves its
ambivalence.

One such substitute after another is found, used, and

usually discarded" (Fountain, 1961,

p.

431).

This appeared to

parallel the findings of the present study, regarding the shift of
feelings from the parents to the transitional object, the intensity

inherent in the splitting process that was used, the use of this

object to resolve developmental issues with parents, and the fading
away of the transitional object when it was no longer needed.

Josselson (1988) described developmental changes in late
adolescent women similar to the ones found here.
the earlier phases of this developmental stage,

She noted that,

in

"it is difficult for

[adolescents] to voice an opinion without immediately and

spontaneously contrasting it with a parent's viewpoint.
is only to complain about them,

her at all times"

(p.

95).

Even if it

the adolescent has her parents with

The parental framework for self-esteem

and self -definition was found to shift with further development.
However, bonds with parents were not broken.

Josselson (1988)

supported the findings in this study that connection with parents
remained important even while the adolescent was differentiating.
She described a process whereby adolescents asked their parents to

"hold their old selves" while they were trying on new ones.

This

appeared to correspond to the discovery here of the paradoxical
intensification of the adolescents' feeling for parents as static,
themselves
idealized, and omnipresent at a time when the adolescents

were experiencing change, disillusionment, and distance.

Perhaps, as
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Josselson (1988) suggested, the intensification of the child-parent
image was a way for adolescents to "deposit" their former, childhood

selves (and corresponding former, childhood parents) with the parents

while they explored new options.
A Model for Life-Snan Development
The developmental process presented in this study can be used as
a model for development throughout the life-span.

It provides a way

of conceptualizing transition and growth that can be applied to any

developmental period.

While each stage will supply the particular

content or issues that have to be changed and transformed in order
for the individual to move into the next developmental phase, the

underlying process can be seen to remain the same.

The primary

elements are presented below.
The Model

The first phase of any developmental transition can be

understood as corresponding to a time when an individual's current
relationships, life structure, and self -definition no longer satisfy

her needs.

Where an individual is begins to be perceived as

different from where she wants to be

.

This is experienced as a

decline in one's sense of integrity and cohesiveness, as the

stability of one's life and one's self is challenged.

This

incompatibility between one's current life and one's needs can be
initiated by external and/or internal forces.

For example, cultural

norms and expectations that are associated with different life stages
state of
can initiate a feeling of dissatisfaction with one's current

have a
development (e.g., pressures on young adults to marry and

versus careers;
family; pressures on women regarding childbearing

.
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pressures on elderly persons to retire).

In addition,

internal

promptings can equally be a source of pressure to develop.

Increased awareness of diversity is proposed as a characteristic
of the beginning phase of all developmental transitions.

While the

exact content of this "diversity" is presumed to vary with different
stages

,

the process of growing more aware of the existence of new

ways of being, new ways of feeling, and new ways of relating is

proposed to occur at each developmental transition.

This increased

awareness is thought to be initiated both internally and externally.
Internally, the individual who is in a state of incompatibility with

her current life structure is thought to be developmentally ready to

begin to see new potential ways of being.

In addition, social and

cultural forces provide individuals with different external options

when they are in different stages of their lives.
It is proposed as well that developmental transitions involve

the transformation of current relationships and senses of identity

from their current form to one that will again provide the individual

with a sense of cohesiveness and integration.

The transformations of

these relationships are understood to occur by the individual's

internalizing important aspects of these relationships as her own,
thus freeing her from being dependent on the relationships in their

current form.

Thus,

in any period of transition, an individual is

understood as needing to separate and differentiate herself from her
current relational context and to internalize the sustaining
functions that that context had been providing.

She can then work to

meet
transform her relationships and life structures into ones that

her new needs
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Transitional objects are proposed here to be an integral part of
the process of negotiating all developmental transitions.

Objects

are cathected by the individual with salient aspects of the

relationships she is attempting to transform.

The connections to

these objects are experienced at the time as very intense.

The

primary purpose of these objects is to symbolize and temporarily
replace the "old" relationships.

These objects exist in the real

world, but are also "created" by the individual by virtue of her

cathecting them with her own affects and characteristics.
Transitional objects serve as a mediating step between an
individual's outdated world and the world into which she is
entering.

The form and content of transitional objects is presumed

to vary depending on the developmental stage in question and the

particular developmental needs of the individual.
The ways in which individuals use transitional objects are

thought to parallel those found in late adolescence.

During the time

that these objects are strongly cathected, the individual's

relationship with her formerly important objects is presumed to

become experienced as less salient.

Perceptions of these "old"

objects will tend to become static, or frozen.

Over time,

individuals will gradually become aware of the differences between
their perceptions of the transitional object and the reality-based

qualities of the object.

This discovery will help them to

differentiate themselves from these objects.

Associated with this

differentiation is the process of internalization; that is, the
been
individual internalizes the functions and affects that had
on as her own.
assigned to the transitional object, and takes these

,
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This allows her to separate from it.

It is no longer needed,

and its

importance fades away.

Having separated oneself from one's former relational context
through the use of the transitional object, and having internalized
its functions, the individual is presumed to be less dependent on

that context.

As she works to make new choices and to form an

identity that reflects her new developmental position, she can

transform her former relationships and reconnect with them in ways
that allow her to be her "new self."

These relationships are then

recathected, and the individual has created an updated relational

context that provides her with a sense of cohesion and integration in

her new developmental position.

Comparison of the Life-Span Developmental Model with
Existing Theories of Development
The model presented here of development as a three-phase

process, illustrated in depth as it pertains to late adolescence, is

compared to other models of development.

In particular, Mahler et

al.'s (1975) theories regarding separation- individuation will be

emphasized, as it her work that has predominantly been applied to

adolescent and life-span development.

Other major models of

adolescent and life-span development, especially those based in
separation- individuation theory, will also be discussed.
As described in the introduction to this paper, late adolescent

development has been described as a second individuation process

with reference to Mahler's (1975) separation- individuation phase of
infant development.

The present study supports the notion of late

adolescence as inherently a process of separation and individuation.
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The three phases found here can be seen to correspond to Mahler's
(1975) subphases of separation- individuation in infancy.

Mahler's first subphase, Differentiation, is described as a
"hatching process," in which the infant first moves away from the

merger with the mother and shows a new alertness to the outside
world.

A tentative testing of the mother-infant boundaries

during this subphase.

is done

This subphase corresponds to the initial part

of the current study's Phase One, during which the adolescent

similarly began to "move away," typically but not necessarily in a
geographical sense.

In addition, like infants, adolescents in this

phase demonstrated a new awareness to the diverse world outside their
known, familial realm.

Mahler's second suphase is that of Practicing.

Children here

make their first significant moves away from their mothers, and

become more interested in the new world around them.

During their

exploration, they can tolerate some distance from their mothers, but
they need to have her available as a home base to which they can

return for "emotional refueling."

This practicing subphase is

paralleled in late adolescence, during the first phase described in
this study.

Adolescents here were found to enter a period of free

and exciting exploration of different lifestyle and identity
options.

They emphasized the distance from their parents, which was

seen to facilitate exploration and differentiation.

At the same

time, however, adolescents in this subphase appeared to use their

parents as a "home base" to which they could return.

involved an actual return home to the parents
frequent visits.

,

For some, this

in the form of

For most, however, it also involved the creation of
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a "home base" image of parents, which was a static, unchanging,

omnipresent, and usually idealized image.

This kind of image of the

stable, familiar parents and the associated stable, familiar sense of

self appeared to serve the same function as the real mother did for
the practicing toddler.

It was used for emotional refueling or an

infusion of parental caretaking when the adolescent began to feel
just a little too far from home.

Rapprochement is Mahler's third subphase, and it appears most
closely associated in the proposed model with the changes that occur
in late adolescence; that is, it connects Phases One, Two, and

Three.

During the Rapprochement subphase, children are strongly

experiencing both regressive and progressive urges.

Increased

differentiation and the growing discovery that their mothers exist as
separate selves engender anger at the mother for not being always
there, separation anxiety, a sense of object loss, and heightened

dependency needs.

At the same time that the child wishes for his

former, merged relationship with his mother, however, he fears this,

and does not want to lose his new sense of autonomy.

During this

phase, the child is thought to employ splitting to protect the all-

good image of his mother from the bad, devalued image that he has
developed.

Late adolescents also appeared to go through a

Rapprochement subphase.

As with infants, as they became more aware

of the distinctions between themselves and their parents, late

adolescents felt some anger at their parents, began testing the
rules, and experienced a sense of loss.

These feelings were found to

be countered by the increased idealization and emphasized
stable,
omnipresence of their parents, in an attempt to keep a good,

.
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familiar image of parents away from the developing bad, unfamiliar
image.

Concerns about autonomy and independence coexisted with

concerns about maintaining connection.
The fourth and final subphase of the Separation- Individuation

phase in Mahler's paradigm is that of Consolidation of Individuality

and the Beginnings of Emotional Object Constancy.

During this

subphase, children begin to establish a unified self-concept that is

based on internalizations of their important objects.

This sense of

identity allows them to function relatively successfully
their mothers present.

own self-esteem.
is,

without

They are reasonably able to regulate their

This occurs as a function of object constancy; that

the maternal image has become internally available to the child,

so it exists regardless of whether the mother is in the room.

Another major task of this phase is the resolution and integration of
the split good- and bad-mother images into a synthesized, relatively

positive, constant image of her.

There is tolerance for feeling

dissatisfaction with the same mother that is loved.

This subphase

corresponds to the third phase of development in the present model,
in which late adolescents come to develop an identity as a young

adult, based on differentiated choices and values.

They were found

to internalize the functions of self-esteem and self-def inition that

had previously been served by their parents

,

and were able to provide

these functions for themselves, regardless of their parents'
location.

Splitting was found to decrease, and the young adult could

balanced
now experience themselves and others as whole, integrated,

persons
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The concept of the transitional object is not a part of Mahler's
(1975) works.

However, according to Winnicott (1953), infants first

begin to create and use transitional objects somewhere between four
and twelve months of age.

These ages loosely correspond to the

Differentiation and Practicing subphases of Mahler's (1975)
Separation- Individuation phase.
The findings of the current study are also consistent with the

work of Marcia (1966, 1967; Marcia & Friedman, 1970; Schenkel &
Marcia, 1972, Toder & Marcia, 1973;) and those who based their

research on his developmental paradigm (Allen, 1976; Donovan, 1975;
Josselson, 1982;
Nevid, 1977).

Waterman, Geary, & Waterman, 1974; Waterman &

Marcia (1966, 1967) posited four identity status

categories for late adolescents, based on two dimensions, crisis and
commitment.

Late adolescent development was understood as a process

during which individuals enter a period of active questioning, or a
crisis period, and emerge with stable, chosen commitments.

The

present study similarly found that a period of active exploration and
questioning, initiated by increased awareness of diversity, was a

crucial part of development during this time.

In addition, making

differentiated choices about one's values and goals, and establishing
a sense of personal commitment to these goals,

emerged as a major

element in the developmental process.
Josselson'

s

(1973)

in-depth study of the internal dynamics of

late adolescents in each of Marcia's four identity status categories

provided validation for the findings of the current study.

Her

results were presented in the Introduction, and will only be briefly

summarized here.

Her description of subjects in the Foreclosure
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category of ego development (i.e., those who had stable commitments

but who had not gone through a period of crisis and questioning)
closely matched the subjects in Phase One of the present study.

They

were largely concerned with pleasing idealized parents, had

"difficulty even conceptualizing their parents as distinct from
themselves," (p. 15) tended to see things as all good or all bad, and

stressed their sense of independence despite being enmeshed within a

parent-child framework.

Subjects in Josselson's (1973) Moratorium

group (i.e., those currently in a crisis or questioning period, who

had not yet made stable commitments) corresponded to the subjects who
were moving through the second, transitional phase in this study.

Josselson described these subjects' mixed feelings toward their
parents.

They felt guilty about their separation, yet critical

toward their parents.

They showed evidence of using transitional

objects when they "idealize[d] one or more of their peers" (p.31) and

were prone to engage in intense relationships.

Identity Achiever

subjects (i.e., those who had gone through a period of crisis and had

emerged with stable commitments) corresponded to Phase Three subjects
here.

They relied on their own capacities for self-esteem, were able

to realistically appraise others'

strengths and limitations, and

demonstrated a coherent and integrated sense of identity.
While the studies described above support the findings of the

present study, they do not include a description of the process of

development from one of their defined developmental categories to the
next.

In addition, while Mahler's (1973) work does describe a

process, it does so in the context of infant development.

However,
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there are some models of development throughout the life cycle that
focus on the process of development, and these are discussed below.

Blatt and Behrends (1987; Behrends & Blatt, 1985) presented a

model for development throughout the life-span that focused on

internalization and separation- individuation as the essences of

psychological growth.

Described more fully earlier in this paper,

their theory posited that development is initiated by an "experienced

incompatibility" within a relationship that had previously been a

"gratifying involvement."

That is, a relationship that had

previously met an individual's needs and which had provided him with
a sense of integration is in some way disrupted and begins to be

experienced as no longer sufficiently gratifying.

This disruption

provides the individual with an impetus to internalize the functions
of the gratifying relationship.

"As a consequence of this

internalization, representations of the self and of others are

repeatedly revised and modified, enabling the individual to think of

himself and to relate to others in new ways" (Blatt & Behrends, 1987,
p.

285).

The authors stated that these elements (i.e., gratifying

involvements, experienced incompatibilities, and internalization) are

basic to all development.
The process of development that emerged in the present study is

consistent with Blatt and Behrends 's (1985, 1987) work.

It was

proposed here that an individual's sense of herself within her
relational context shifts from satisfying her needs for esteem and
cohesiveness (a "gratifying involvement") to being not fully
internal
satisfying ("experienced incompatibility"), in the face of

and external pressures to change.

The individual goes through a

.

,
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process of change by transferring her cathexes from the "old" objects
onto a transitional object, then onto her self (internalization).
a result,

As

she separates from the original object and provides for

herself the functions that the original objects had provided
(separation- individuation)

Although Blatt and Behrends did not include the use of
transitional objects in their discussion, they alluded to their
existence.

In discussing adolescence, for example, they stated

"...the adolescent seeks more mature forms of gratifying involvement
in the form of attachment to peers,

whom he or she admires.

ideologies, and idealized others

In the inevitable disillusionments that

follow, new internalizations take place.
to further maturation.

These internalizations lead

Adult psychological functioning comes about

not merely as a result of the disengagement from or externalization
of previously internalized familial objects, but from a consolidation
of new internalizations at a higher developmental level" (Behrends &
Blatt, 1985, p, 34).

These attachments to peers and idealized

others, which ultimately disillusion the adolescent and whose

functions are internalized, parallel the use of transitional objects

found in the present study.

In addition, the present finding that

transitional objects served as a crucial step along the

internalization process was supported by the work of Tolpin (1971)
for

who described transitional objects as providing a "way station"

the
cathexes and feelings while they are en route from the parents to

child in the internalization process.
of the
In comparing the existing literature to the findings
the previous
current study, what emerged clearly was that much of

I
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research could be categorized into two main types.

Those studies

that provided in-depth, intensive, rich material about the

characteristics of different phases of development tended to lack

a

rich description about the processes by which an individual moves
from one phase to another.

In contrast, those works that presented

thoughtful models of developmental process, either specific to one

developmental stage or applicable across the life-span, tended not to
include the kinds of data-based material that richly illustrate the

model and bring it to life.

The model presented here is thought to

be relevant to all developmental transitions, and is fully

illustrated as it applies to late adolescence.
Limits of the Current Study

While the present study has provided a grounded theory of

women's development in late adolescence that may be applicable to
other periods of developmental transition, there were some factors
that may limit the generalizability of the findings and which require

further exploration.

First, all participants in the study were

currently enrolled in college and living away from home.

Although

there were some interviewees who had taken time off after high school

and who described the development that occurred when they were living
at home and working, participants who had left home and entered

college immediately after high school were most highly represented.
For all participants, then, some belief in or respect for higher

education appeared to characterize themselves and their families.
This factor may have been associated with the important role that

grades and academic success played in all phases of development.
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In addition, the participants were all living away from home at
the time of the study.

It is not possible in the current study to

assess the degree to which late adolescents' development is different
for women who live away from their parents and for those who live at

home.

The current findings suggest that the developmental processes

discovered here occur regardless of living situation, based on the
reports of the interviewees who described these processes beginning

before they had left home (i.e., when they were in high school,

working while living at home, or at a local community college).
Nevertheless, the interviews were all conducted with women who

resided away from their families at that time, which may limit the

applicability of the findings.

The present study clearly indicated

the salience to adolescents of geographical distance from their

parents.

Research with adolescents with different living

arrangements would be helpful in determining the degree to which this
focus on distance was a function of actual physical distance.

It is

suggested that the salience of "distance" from one's parents, and of
not being so closely monitored by one's parents, is inherent in all
late adolescents' development.

Furthermore, it is speculated that

adolescents who live away from their parents tend to perceive and
describe these experiences in terms of actual, physical distance.

It

might be that adolescents who live at home express these feelings in
other ways that focus less on geographical distance and more on

experienced distance.

Another limit to the study was that the participants were

predominantly from white. Catholic families.
were of a racial minority.

Only three subjects

While this is representative of the

.
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University's enrollment, it nonetheless provided limited
possibilities for exploring cultural and ethnic differences in
development.

Further research is needed in this area.

Similarly, Psychology majors were highly represented in this

study (71%).

This figure is somewhat inflated, however, as it

includes those subjects who were basically undecided about a major
and who currently were in Psychology by default.

It also includes

freshmen who defined themselves as Psychology majors but who had in
fact not yet declared a major.

It is nonetheless possible that the

high proportion of Psychology majors resulted in a subject population
that was more introspective and verbal than a more diverse academic

population would have been.

The same limit applies to the demand

characteristics of this particular study.

That is, it might be that

relatively verbal, introspective, and feminist-oriented women in
particular were attracted to an interview study on women's
experiences, whereas adolescents with less verbal or introspective
styles might not have chosen to participate in a lengthy interview
s tudy

Because this study focused on women, its applicability to

men's development through late adolescence has yet to be determined.
In recent years, much literature has emphasized the problems inherent
in studying female development according to models derived from

studies of males.

As discussed in the Introduction to this paper,

developmental models that stress issues of autonomy and separation at
to find
the expense of connection and interdependence have tended

women to be developmentally "inferior" to men.

Connection,

women's
relationship, and interdependence are crucial aspects of
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identities, and must be incorporated into developmental models.
this study,

From

it cannot be determined whether the three phase process

model that emerged is more accurately a model of women's development
or a model of persons' development.

With further research, it will

be interesting to see whether men's development follows the same

three phases that women's development does.

Similarly, because this

study focused solely on late adolescence, the applicability to other
life transitions of the developmental model derived from the data

remains unknown.

Implications and Directions for Future Research
The findings of this study present many implications, each of

which offers interesting research possibilities.

First,

from this study can be applied in clinical settings.

information

When working

with late adolescents, particularly in a setting such as a college
counseling center, it is common to see clients who present with
issues associated with their current developmental transition.

They

feel unhappy, anxious, or "stuck," and may present with a variety of

symptoms.

Often, these are adolescents who have been reasonably

psychologically healthy, without any previous mental health problems
or pervasive psychological disorders.

For reasons they generally

cannot understand, they appear to be having difficulty negotiating
the tasks of late adolescence.
In clinical situations such as these, the three-phase process

model of development can be applied to help the psychotherapist
assess the current status of the adolescent and to clarify particular
areas that may be sources of difficulty.

For example, it is common

for their
in these settings to see freshman who are so homesick

.
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familiar and known family and friends that they have been unable to

even begin to notice and make use of the diversity around them.

For

these students, self-esteem and identity are often so tightly bound
to their relationships with their parents that the possibility of

exploring other options, and differentiating from their parents,
evokes overwhelming anxiety.

These adolescents appear to be having

difficulty beginning the process of transition from adolescence to
adulthood.

It is often particularly stressful to them to be in an

environment where so many of their peers appear to be getting along
so well.

It can be useful,

then,

for the therapist to begin to

address issues of separation and discovery of the world around the
adolescent.

Helping the adolescent feel safe in exploring new

options, facilitating the expansion into the future of her time

orientation, and supporting her sense of independence may enable her
to resume her development.

Addressing the feelings of anger, rage,

and fear that can emerge when one's perceptions of one's parents'

omniscience and omnipotence are challenged can be especially helpful
at this time.

In addition, the adolescent's fear of her own

aggression often has to be explored in this context, as adolescents
can experience themselves as annihilating their parents as they see
the potential for taking upon themselves their parents'

functions.

Therapists can support and facilitate these kinds of processes in

different ways, based on their clinical styles and theoretical
preferences
In addition,

it is common to see late adolescents who present

with difficulty moving into young adulthood.

They appear to have

feel unable to
gone through the proces ses of the first phase, but
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integrate all their new discoveries and feelings into a cohesive
sense of identity.

One potential difficulty here is for adolescents

who have become aware of split-off hateful and bad aspects of their
,

for example, and find that the bad outweighs, and in some

respects spoils, the good.

This was in fact illustrated earlier by a

participant in the study, who described having recently gotten to

know her parents, and finding out that she did not like them.

Often,

adolescents need help to mourn the loss of the idealized, all -good
parents, which can then facilitate their ability to tolerate

ambivalence and accept people as they are.
The therapist's role in working with late adolescents can be

understood as one of offering oneself as a transitional object for
the adolescents to use.

Rather than a suggestion that therapists

alter their practices, this offers a way of reconceptualizing the

function that therapists can serve for late adolescent clients.

In

many respects, the transitional objects discussed in this study can
be understood as functioning as non- therapy- related transference
objects.

In that sense, therapists as transference objects can be

used as the transitional objects of late adolescence.

What can be

"transferred" onto them are the feelings, cathexes, and perceptions
that have been associated with the adolescent's childhood parental
objects.

The therapist is trained to take on and explore those

cathexes and perceptions, rather than to immediately challenge them.

Through the client's gradual disappointments and disillusionments
toward the therapist (i.e., by the therapist's errors, vacations, or
any other perceived way that she does not live up to the client

s

idealizations), the adolescent can begin to address the processes of
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splitting and differentiation, in the context of the client- therapist
(adolescent- transitional object) relationship.

The client can

separate from the therapist, and ultimately no longer need her.
For those late adolescents who have entered therapy because they

have been unable to move through the developmental process, and
therefore unable to enter into transitional object relationships in
their own environment, the therapist can offer the opportunity for

them to engage in that process in an atmosphere that is ideally

suited for that purpose.

That is, all of the characteristics that

make therapists good transference objects (their neutrality and

nonjudgmental stance, their "mirror-like" presentation, their

perceived authority, and the privacy of the setting in which they
work), also can make them good transitional objects.

This conceptualization of therapists as transitional objects can
be applied to clinical work with clients in developmental stages

other than late adolescence.

According to the life-span

developmental model presented here, the use of transitional objects
is an inherent part of all developmental transitions.

then,

It follows,

that for individuals who seek treatment due to some difficulty

negotiating the process of their current developmental stage, the
therapist’s role can be understood as facilitating the client
of her as a transitional object.

s

use

That is, the therapist enters into

herself to be
a relationship with the client in which she will allow

cathected with feelings and perceptions that are relevant to the
client's developmental needs, and she will not challenge that
perception.

Rather, she will help the client to ultimately challenge

can tolerate, thus
those perceptions herself, in ways that the client
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helping the client to differentiate from the therapist and move on
with development.
In many clinical situations, clients enter therapy not only with

difficulties moving on with their current developmental tasks, but

with more pervasive or infantile developmental difficulties.

Some

clients are struggling with issues that relate to early stages of
development.

Nevertheless, the therapist's function can still be

understood in terms of offering herself as a transitional object to
facilitate the client's growth.

In other words, the therapist can

serve as a transitional object that corresponds to the needs of

whatever developmental stage with which the client is struggling.
The role of the therapist as a transitional object, in the context of
the developmental model presented here, provides an interesting

avenue for future research.

Another clinical implication of the findings of this study
concerns the use of symptoms as transitional objects.

earlier that experiences, as well as people, could

It was noted

seirve as the

recipients of the adolescent's cathexes, and thus be created as

transitional objects.

The types of experiences chosen most typically

are ones that are not harmful to the adolescent, but rather are ones

that serve their purposes and are ultimately discarded.

academic courses, club aff ilitations

,

may all serve as transitional objects.

For example,

political or humanistic causes
However, for some

adolescents, behaviors or experiences that are created for use as
and
transitional objects may in fact be harmful to the adolescent,

symptomatology.
may be perceived, especially by observers, as

One

of eating disorders,
example that arose in the present study was that
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particularly bulimia.

The quality of one interviewee's description

of her eating patterns was basically identical to other subjects'

descriptions of their transitional objects:

It was highly idealized

and in fact romanticized, and it was the sole locus for the subject's
sense of self-esteem and self -definition.

Similar to other

transitional objects described, hers very much reflected the struggle
to identify what was "me" and what was "not me," what was internal

and what was external, albeit in a more concrete form than most
adolescents.

While bulimia and other eating disorders undoubtedly

have complex etiologies, it would be interesting to explore their use

among late adolescent women as transitional objects.

The high

incidence of bulimia among college freshman women in particular
suggests that bulimia might in fact serve as a pathological but

increasingly normative kind of transitional object.

The use of other

symptoms as transitional objects, and particular symptom clusters in

particular developmental stages, would be an exciting area for future
research.

It could in effect provide a developmental context for

understanding some symptoms, and offer treatment suggestions (e.g.,
facilitating the use of the therapist instead of the behavior as a
transitional object).
In addition to the directions for future research already

mentioned, further study is needed on the applications of the three-

phase developmental model to different developmental stages.

Intensive interviews with people in various life transitions should
see
be conducted, and the data from these interviews explored, to

whether the same three-phase process of development emerges.

In

development.
particular, studies of the various phases within adult
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which have received little attention compared to developmental
changes in childhood, would be especially useful.

Such phases could

include the transition from academic to professional life, the

transitions into marriage and parenthood, and the less -defined
transitions into middle -adulthood and late -adulthood.
The types of transitional objects common to these particular

developmental transitions would also be an interesting research
area.

Such research could provide information useful to clinicians

working with people who are struggling with issues relevant to these
developmental stages.

By better understanding the nature and

processes of change that their clients are facing, therapists could

better facilitate their clients' progress.
Several researchers of late adolescence have described that
stage as the last major transformation and integration of identity in

human development.

In contrast, the model and suggestions for

research presented in this paper suggest that transformations and

integration occur throughout the life cycle.

Development is a

lifelong process, and there is always the potential for change,
growth, differentiation, and reconnection.

APPENDIX A
LATE ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT INTERVIEW

1.

Greet the subject; welcome to the study; describe the study and

give informed consent.
2.

I'd like to take some time now to find out a little about you and

your experiences at college,
a)

How do you like school?

b) What year are you in?
c)

Where do you live (dorm, sorority, off campus)?

d)

How do you like living there?

e)

How long have you lived there?

Where did you live before, and how

did you like that?
f)

What are you majoring in?

g)

How do you like that major?

h) What do you plan to do; what are your career goals?
i)

For how long have you had those goals?

j) What influenced you toward those goals;

or how did they come

about?

TRANSITION:

I'd like to spend some time now finding out some more

about you.
3.

What's the most important thing in your life right now? (IF

PARENT, GO TO 5-6.
a)

IF FRIEND, GO TO 7).

How important would you say it is to you?

b) How did that develop into the most important thing to you?
c)

What makes that the most important thing in your life; or, what

about that thing makes it most important?
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d)

For how long has it been the most important thing in your life?

e)

Has that changed since you've been in college?

f)

(If yes) What used to be most important?

g)

What would happen if you didn't have that thing; how would your

life be different?
(IF #3 WAS NOT A PERSON)

Who is the most important person in your life right now?

4.

PARENT, GO TO 5-6.

(IF

IF FRIEND. GO TO 7)

Tell me about him/her?

a)

b) How important would you say he/she is to you?

What makes that person the most important thing in your life; or,

c)

what about him/her makes him/her most important?
d)

How did he/she become most important?

e)

What do you like about him/her?

f)

What don't you like?

g)

How is he/she similar to you?

h) How are you different?

For how long has this person been most important to you?

i)

j) Has that changed since high school?
k) Who used to be most important?
l)

What would happen if you didn't have that person; how would your

life be different?
(IF #S
5

.

a)

3

OR 4 WERE A FRIEND/TEACHER)

Tell me about your parents

What is your mother like?
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1)

(if subject responds with descriptors): What's your

relationship with her like?
2)

(if subject responds by talking about relationship with

mother)

:

Can you tell me a little more about what your mother

is like?

b) What role does your mother play in your life right now?
c)

Has that changed recently; or, did that change from high school

to college?
d)

How did it change?

e)

What is most important to you about her?

f)

How important would you say she is to you?

g)

What do you like about her?

h) What don't you like?
i)

How is she similar to you?

j

How are you different?

)

k) Have what you like or don't like about her,

or your similarities

and differences, changed since you've been at college?
l)

How would you describe the way your mother feels about you?

m) What goals does she have for you?
n) What do you imagine things would be like right now if your mother

wasn't in your life?
o)

How do you see your relationship with her in

6.

Repeat for father.

7,

5

years?

How would you describe your relationship between your parents?

How do they get along?
you get along with best?

What was growing up with them like?
How?

What do they do?

Who do

Do you see their

relationship as having changed since you've been away?
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(IF FRIENDS HAVE NOT BEEN MENTIONED):
7

Who is your best friend right now?

.

a)

What about that person makes him/her your best friend?

b) How important would you say he/she is to you?
c)

How did that person come to be your best friend?

d)

For how long has he/she been your best friend?

e)

Has that changed since you've been in college?

f)

Who was your best friend before?

g)

What do you like about him/her?

h) What don't you like?
i)

How is he/she similar to you?

j

How are you different?

)

k) What would your life be like right now if you didn't have him/her

in your life?
l)

How do you see your relationship with him/her in

5

years?

TRANSITION: We've spent some time talking about some of the important

people in your life, and now I'd like to talk a little more about you
and your experiences.
8.

When you've had a bad day, or if something's gone wrong, what are

you most likely to do?
If "nothing" or "spend time alone", etc:

think about; Who would be on your mind?

What kinds of things do you
What types of songs might

you listen to?
a)

Who would you be most likely to turn to?

b) Why him/her?
c)

Can you tell me about a time when you've been distressed about

something; what happened and what you did?
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1)

(IF RECENT EVENT) Would you have done something differently if

that or something similar had happened while you were in high school?
2)

(IF PAST EVENT) What would you do if that happened to you now?

TRANSITION;
9.

a)

Let me ask you to talk a little more about yourself.

How do you see yourself

j

or, how would you describe yourself?

What do you like best about yourself?

b) What do you like least about yourself;

or, what would you most

like to change about yourself?
c) Has that

changed since you've been in college?

d)

How has it changed?

e)

Are there ways that you feel you've changed since you've been in

college?
f)

What would you say is the most important change?

TRANSITION; Before we end, I'd like to ask you if there's anything
else about you, or your experiences in college, that you think would
be important for me to know, or that

I

I

left out of our discussion?

APPENDIX

B

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA SHEET
Age

Race (circle)

Caucasian

Black

Religion (circle) Catholic

Hispanic

Jewish

Asian

Protestant

Other

Other

Year in School
Major
Career goal

Living Situation (circle one)

Dormitory

Sorority

Off-campus

Other (please explain)
Do you have roommates?

Yes

How many?

No.

What are

their genders?

Where are you from? (city, state)

What are your parents' ages?

Mother

Father

What are your parents' occupations?
Mother
Father

How many siblings do you have?
BROTHERS:

AGE

OCCUPATION

WHERE LIVING

MAJOR (IF
STUDENT)
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SISTERS:

AGE

OCCUPATION

WHERE LIVING

MAJOR (IF
STUDENT)

Ilk

THERAPY AND PSYCHIATRIC HISTORY

Have you ever been in therapy?

Yes

No

If yes, when?

For how long?

Are you currently in therapy?

Yes

Do you take any psychiatric medications?

No

Yes

No

If yes, please list;

Have you ever been hospitalized for psychiatric reasons?

Yes

No

If yes, please give dates and reasons for hospitalization:

Has anyone in your family been diagnosed with a psychiatric illness?

Yes

No

If yes, please explain

Does anyone in your family take psychiatric medications?

Yes

No

If yes, please explain

Has anyone in your family ever been hospitalized for psychiatric

reasons?

Yes

No

If yes, please explain

.

APPENDIX C
INFORMED CONSENT

This study is designed to gather information about women's

experiences of their college years, including the role of their

relationships with their parents and friends.

College years are an

important time for women, and

I

women feel during this time.

You will first be asked to participate

hope to be able to get a sense of how

in an interview, which will be audiotaped.

This interview will

include questions about you and people important to you.

Following

the interview, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire.

All the information you provide will be kept confidential, and

you will remain anonymous.

At no time will your name be associated

with any information that you give.

I

hope you will feel free to be

as honest as possible, as that will provide the most accurate and in-

depth information.

You have the right to discontinue your participation at any
time, and still receive your experimental credits.

now to ask any questions that you might have.

Please take time

By signing this

Informed Consent, you agree to participate in the study as described
above

Thank you for taking the time to participate.

If you would like

to learn about the results of this study, you can leave your name and

address with me at the end of our meeting, and

I

will contact you

when the study is completed.

Name
Date

Signature
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APPENDIX D
WRITTEN FEEDBACK

The purpose of this study is to learn about women's experiences of

themselves and their relationships during college, and how these

experiences change over the course of their college years.

The

information you have provided, both in the interview and on the

written forms, will be used to help me understand the developmental
steps women take during these years.
If you would like to know about the outcome of this study, please

leave me your name and address, and

I

will contact you when the study

is completed.

Thank you again for your participation.
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APPENDIX

E

DATA ANALYSIS FORMAT

Section One.
Interviews and investigator's logs from a randomly selected 10
subjects were carefully read, and the following information was
noted:
1.

List demographic information

2.

List school-related information:
a.

Year in school.

b.

Living arrangements.

Note subject's response to question

Where do you live?" --Does she give campus or family home
location?
c.

Is Subject a transfer student or is this her only college

experience?
d.

Major.

How did she come to choose this major?

What were the

3.

relevant influences?

Is this her first major?

was, and how and why did she change?

If not, what

Focus on process of

change
e.

Career goals and plans.

Note (1) does she have specific

goals? (2) is there a plan for reaching them?

realistic?
f.

(3)

Is that plan

how did she come to have those plans or goals?

How does she like college?

Note content of response, degree

of affect, specificity of answer.

List answer to "What is the most important thing in your life
right now?"
a.

Content: person, relationship (with whom? parent, family
member, friend?), school, class, "me", future plan, ideal...?
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b.

Was there one clear answer, or more than one?

Was subject

hesitant or straightforward in her answer?
c.

Stated degree of importance of this object.

d.

How did it become important; what was that process?

e.

What qualities of the object make it so important?
content.

List

And, note: Can the subject describe/define what

makes object so important?

How clear or specific are these

qualities, versus global and nonspecific?
f.

For how long has it been important, and what was important

before that?
g.

Note how that changed.

What is the affect associated with the object (love, hate,
happiness, sadness, joy, frustration...)?

affect (mild to intense)?
h.
4.

How intense is the

Does affect appear exaggerated?

Does affect appear consistent with description of object?

Most important person.

(May be answer to question above).

Parent, peer, boyfriend?

From college or home?

a.

Content:

b.

Was there one clear answer, or more than one?

Was subject

straightforward or hesitant?
c.

Stated degree of importance of the object.

d.

How did it become important; what was the process?

e.

What qualities of the object make it important?
content.

List

Can subject describe what makes it so important?

How clear and specific, or global and nonspecific, are the
qualities?
f.

For how long has this person been most important?

most important before?

Who was
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What is affect associated with person?

g.

affect?

Does affect appear exaggerated?

How rich is description?

h.

How intense is the

Can

I

get a clear sense of who this

person is and why he or she is most important?
i.

What does subject like and dislike about this person?
content.

Can she state likes?

List

Can she state dislikes?

How

are "dislikes" framed (i.e., as acceptable, or unacceptable?
As human frailties or fatal flaws?).
j

.

How does subject see herself as similar to most important
person?

Are there similarities?

the similarities?

How global or specific are

Do they relate to physical characteristics,

personality characteristics, relational styles, beliefs?

Are

similarities judged as good or bad?
k.

How does subject see herself as different from most important
person?

Can she identify differences?

are these differences?

How global or specific

Are they judged as good or bad?

Are

differences based on physical or personality characteristics?
l.

What would happen if subject did not have that person in her
life?

What would level of distress be?

Can she even imagine

life without that person?
m.

What role does this person play?

What functions does he/she

serve?
n.

Note process of this relationship;

Ways it has changed,

evolved, grown, declined.
5.

Specific other relationships.
a.

other
Go through above outline for parents, friends, teachers,

significant people.
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6.

Add to analysis of parents:
a.

How would mother/father describe you?
versus specific, can subject answer?

Note content, global
Does this answer

correspond to subject's view of herself?
b.

Parents' expectation and goals for subject.

Note content,

global vs. specific, correspondence to subject's own

goals/expectations.
c.

What is level of perceived pressure?

Has relationship with each parent changed since leaving home,
or recently?

Note yes or no, and characteristics of change.

Also note whether notion of change is a possibility (does
subject see relationships with parents as forever static, or
is there a sense of growth,

was process of change?
to change?

change, evolution possible?)

How did it occur?

What

What was incentive

What initiated and facilitated change?

Who was

seen to change, subject or parent or both?
d.

What will relationship with parents be like in five years?
Note content.

Is there possibility for change?

How static is

view of relationship?
e.

Parents' relationship with each other.

Description of their

marriage, subject's response to it.
f.

Parents' roles in the family.

g.

Who does subject identify more with?

stated answers.
dislikes?
h.

List content, subject

s

Is it on basis of qualities she likes or

Is it stated or implied?

Note quality and form of closeness and attachment with
parents.

Who is subject closer to?

Are her connections with

.
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each parent different in intensity or in content (i.e., talks
to mother about emotional topics and dad about school)?
7.

What does subject do in times of distress?
a.

Does she turn to someone or something?

Who or what; Note

content
b.

Is it same person or object as most important thing or person?

c.

How does she use person she turns to?
for comfort and soothing?

For advice, to talk,

What does she look for?

Does she

get it?
d.

If subject does not turn to anyone, does she keep to herself?
If so, what form does that take?

someone in her head?
kind?

Does she fantasize?

herself:
e.

Who?

Does she talk it out with

Does she listen to music?

About what?

How does she treat

Does she comfort herself, or criticize herself?

Have ways of dealing with distress changed over time involved
(end of high school, into college, through college)?

8.

What

How?

How does subject describe herself?
a.

Content.

b.

Is subject able to answer this question easily,

or is there

much difficulty or hesitancy?
c.

How global or specific is her answer?

How rich, articulate

versus concrete, limited is her response?
d.

What does subject first volunteer?
School-related?

Physical characteristic?

Intellectual, personality, relational

characteristic?
e.

What does she like best about herself?
quality of answer.

Note content and

What would she most like to change?

f.

Content, quality, why?

What is the affect associated with this?

How does she view

her "flaws" --Is she accepting or critical?
9.

Changes in college.
a.

What changes have occurred in self since leaving home?
Content, in subject's own words.

b.

Does she identify changes?

c.

How articulate, specific vs. global, descriptive is subject?

d.

What is the affect associated with the changes?

e.

What was the process of the changes?

What initiated them,

facilitated, maintained them?

Section Two.

Based on the information obtained and hypotheses developed from
analysis of the first data set, the following areas of focus were

added to the questions above to analyze the next randomly selected
subset (N = 7) of data.

Areas of focus:
1.

Time orientation.
future?

a.

Is subject oriented to present, past,

b.

Note her descriptions of school, grades, major, in terms of
the time frame she uses in considering these.

c.

Descriptions of relationships, especially boyfriends ("dates
"having fun," vs. potential partner?)

d.

Note her descriptions of her parents and their relationships
Are the descriptions static/frozen in time, or fluid,
flexible, changeable, transforming?

.
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e.

Note her responses to questions about change.

Do people and

relationships change, or is now forever?

What is subject's reaction to diversity?

2.

a.

Does she mention it as an important aspect of transition to

college?
b.

How does she describe her reaction?

Pleasant, unpleasant,

exciting, frightening?
c.

Note her uses of diversity, i.e., for self -exploration.

d.

Note judgments of diversity and differences: Does subject

approach differences in others with a judgmental or an
accepting stance?
3

.

Independence
a.

Does subject highlight independence as important aspect of

transition to college?
b. Note content: How does she describe independence?
c.

Is independence seen as good or bad?

d.

Note focus on rules, caretaking responsibilities,

psychological independence, independence of thought vs.
independence of action.
e.

4.

How does subject use the concept of geographical distance?

Self-esteem.
a.

What appears to be subject's level of self-esteem?

b.

What does subject base her sense of self-esteem on?

Is it on

getting good grades, being independent, being kind to others?
c.

What is the source, or frame of reference, for the subject
self-esteem?

Is it described in relation to self only.

others, parents?

s
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5.

Transitional Objects.
Does subject report an object, relationship, person, class, or

a.

experience that is exaggerated in intensity?

What are the qualities of this object?

b.

Can the subject

describe them; is the description global or specific?

Do the

stated qualities appear to justify the level of intensity?
Can subject describe likes and dislikes of this object?

c.

are they?
d.

Global or specific?

Can subject identify similarities and differences?
they?

What

What are

Are they realistic or forced?

e.

Is this object described currently or in retrospect?

f.

If in retrospect, note course and outcome of relationship.

Continued versus faded away, still important or not?
Section Three.
For the analysis of the final (N =

7)

subjects, add the

following:
1.

Process of splitting.
a.

Add to earlier questions about likes and dislikes: If subject
is able to provide only one aspect,

or can only elaborate on

one, can she use prompting questions to discuss or more fully

describe the missing aspect?
b.

Highlight intensity of affect, content and quality of speech
(use of exaggeration,

superlatives, rate of speech).

Note

global quality versus specific. Note changes in intensity of

affect across different topics.
c.

Note subject's responses to questions about likes and
dislikes: Is there a change in affect or anxiety?
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2.

Process of differentiation.
a.

Do subject's relationships appear to be differentiated?

b.

Add to above questions on similarities and differences:

If

not mentioned or elaborated, can subject use prompting

questions to discuss or more fully describe the missing
aspect?
c.

What is subject's frame of reference in the world?
egocentric?

Is it

Does she present an awareness of different

perspectives?
d.

Is subject judgmental or accepting about others'

perspectives?

Does she grant others the right to their own

views?
e.

Can subject take others' perspectives?

Can she empathize

and/or understand where they are coming from, regardless of

whether she agrees or disagrees with them?

.

;

.
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